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Executive Summary 

The Grower Group Alliance (GGA) is a project funded through the Grains Research and 
Development Corporation (GRDC) to support the development of more efficient grower 
groups in broad-acre grain producing or mixed enterprise farming areas in Western 
Australia. 

Evaluation of the GGA project is intended to assess the performance of the project to date 
and to indicate the potential effectiveness and direction for further investment in GGA. 

The evaluation processes included Focus group workshops and interviews with groups and 
related organisations.  The evaluation methods are qualitative only. 

The key findings derived from questions developed to address Key Evaluation Questions 
are provided below. 

 

NETWORK DEVELOPMENT 

Q1 To what extent has the GGA increased information and knowledge 
sharing between farmer groups? 

Key findings 

1. Almost all interviewees considered there to be significant information and 
knowledge sharing.  Those that didn’t recognised that they were not fully utilising 
the opportunities on offer. 

2. The number of GGA member groups and their constituent members has increased 
significantly over the past four year however increasing numbers do not provide a 
good indicator of the effectiveness of networking capacity.  Some smaller member 
groups are relatively inactive. 

3. Effective expansion of the network comes in the form of effective information and 
knowledge exchange leading to improved farming system practices. 

4. Smaller group appreciate the opportunity for broader involvement but are limited in 
their ability to fully utilise the capacity of GGA networking due to their own group 
limitations. More focus on effective involvement for smaller groups is required. 

 

Q2 To what extent has the GGA supported farmer groups to communicate the 
results of their activities with other groups, partners and the wider community? 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered there to be substantial opportunity and support to 
communicate between groups. 

2. Larger groups are considered to have more information that is relevant.  These are 
perceived by some groups to be less open in sharing this information than might 
be expected. 

3. Some groups recognised the opportunity to communicate information although did 
not take it up due to then need for support to collate information.  Smaller groups 
are less willing to communicate information through organised events (e.g. the 
annual Forum) for these reasons.   
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4. Some groups consider that their local information is only relevant to their own 
group.  Some groups want only to provide farmer-to-farmer communications 
within their group. 

5. GGA could be more pro-active in collating information from groups and making 
this available (e.g. on the website). 

  

Q3 To what extent have the information management and prioritization 
skills of farmer group committee members and staff been improved due 
to the GGA? 

 Key findings 

1. Responses from Focus groups and key stakeholder organisations were mixed 
about the effectiveness of improving group information management and 
prioritisation skills. 

2. There is a general perception that larger groups have gained most benefit. 

3. Smaller groups are generally not aware of how their skills and capacity could be 
improved. 

4. Most groups are satisfied with their current level of information management 
skills. 

 

Q4 To what extent have member farmer groups adopted new or improved 
communication technologies developed or extended by GGA?  

Key findings: 

1. Responses from focus groups and key stakeholder organisations generally thought 
this function was less well performed. 

2. Most groups are well informed about communication technology and currently use 
it within their capacity or within the capacity of communication services to the 
region. 

3. Improved communication technology for groups would overcome the barrier of 
distance or isolation.  This could make GGA roles and functions more attractive to 
additional groups and improve the efficiency of smaller groups. 

 

PARTICIPATION IN COLLABORATIVE PROJECTS 

Q5 To what extent has GGA initiated collaborative project opportunities 
between groups and organizations? 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees scored this GGA function moderately high but some didn’t.  The 
opportunity for collaboration is well recognised but some groups either don’t have 
the capacity for collaboration or are collaborating in ways not attributable to GGA. 

2. GGA could be more pro-active in linking smaller groups with larger group research 
initiatives or by coordinating similar smaller group initiatives. 
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3. Some groups would take up opportunities if they were clearer about what it is that 
they wanted.  Support to identify information needs relevant to local groups would 
build the capacity of groups to seek collaborative opportunities. 

 

Q6 To what extent has GGA promoted farmer groups as prospective partners 
for research providers and others? 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered that promoting groups for collaborative opportunities 
if a key role for GGA and they had performed well in. 

2. The potential for client-focused research is recognised although not fully developed.  
There are researchers who have not appreciated the benefits from group-based 
collaborative research. 

3. GGA could facilitate additional collaborative arrangements into areas where 
cropping is new or increasing within farming systems. 

4. The key role of lead extension now and into the future could be better developed.  
It is unclear what extension pathways are best.  A more strategic approach could be 
developed to enable GGA (member groups included) to better understand the 
potential of their role in extension. 

5. Collaborative research opportunities are more readily developed with larger groups 
where group capacity exists.  GGA could provide more proactive support in 
developing research and extension initiatives for smaller groups, including linked 
projects between groups. 

 

Q7 To what extent have farmer groups improved their capacity for design 
and management of collaborative projects as a result of GGA activities? 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered that group capacity for design and management of 
collaborative project activities has increase due to GGA. 

2. Developing capacity of groups to initiate and test their own ideas is an important 
component of effective extension.  This could be better linked by associating 
individual group trials with broader district research and demonstration trials. 

3. The potential for effective group trials through engagement of farm consultants 
could be further developed, 

4. Not all groups want to be developing new information through research 
involvement.  There should not be an expectation of enhanced trials capacity if 
this is not wanted by the group.  There could be more support for extension and 
communications with these groups.   

5. Some groups have existing arrangements with other organisations that assist with 
their trials. 
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Q8 To what extent has GGA enabled groups to learn about new or existing 
agronomic and farm business technologies? 

Key findings 

1. Most focus group and key stakeholder organisation interviewees considered that 
groups were enabled to learn about new or existing technologies as a result of GGA 
activities. 

2. It is unclear to some groups as to the role of GGA in this capacity.  There are other 
technical providers for this information.  The effective role for GGA is to ensure 
groups have access to this information. 

3. GGA may be achieving more in this role than is recognised. 

 

GROUP CAPACITY 

Q9 To what extent has the capacity for governance and operational 
procedures been developed for farmer group committee and staff as a 
result of GGA activities? 

Key findings 

1. Almost all interviewees considered that group capacity for governance and 
procedures had been enhanced as a result of GGA activities. 

2. Most groups were aware of GGA activities to assist in this area although some are 
seeking guidance as to what is required of their group, 

3. It is important that information provided is directly relevant to the group involved.   

4. Groups learning from other groups (e.g. at the annual Forum) for these issues is 
significant. 

5. Some groups need assistance with strategic planning (i.e. setting goals, finding 
group direction) before developing administrative processes. 

6. There could be support provided through GGA for smaller and medium groups to 
assist with more difficult procedures, including applications for funding and 
reporting on funded project outcomes. 

7. Some smaller groups prefer to remain unstructured to avoid the burden of 
administrative responsibility. 

 

Q10 To what extent have farmer groups developed the capacity of their 
committee and staff for self-evaluation procedures due to GGA 
assistance? 

Key findings 

1. Responses from interviewees were divided on the increased benefits of self-
evaluation procedures for groups.  Many smaller groups interviewed could not see 
benefits for their group by changing from their current casual review practices.  Six 
interviewees refrained from scoring this question because they had no information 
about the role of GGA in this area. 

2. Self-evaluation is undertaken effectively by larger groups who have clear 
objectives, including remaining relevant to member needs. 
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3. Some groups who would like to improve self-evaluation procedures but have 
difficulty in motivating members to respond.  Engagement in these processes is 
required by more than just the Committee and staff.  

4. Self-evaluation does not need to be formalised to be effective. 

 

‘TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE BENEFITS 

Q11 To what extent has the profitability of farming systems within local areas 
been increased since 2004 due to GGA activities? 

Key findings 

1. The responses from interviewees were quite strongly divided as to how much 
profitability could be attributed to GGA.  However all recognised that the processes 
of networking and sharing information are important for development of more 
profitable farming systems. 

2. There is good recognition by groups that increased profitability of farming systems 
is not necessarily a direct response to any single action but is more likely to occur 
indirectly and over a longer time period as a result of well-informed decisions. 

3. There could be further development of understanding by researchers, growers, 
group staff and others of managing complex farming systems 9rather than just 
single components). 

 

Q12 To what extent has the sustainability of farming systems within local areas 
been increased since 2004 due to GGA activities? 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered that there had been little or no achievement of 
farming systems sustainability due to GGA activities.  Interviewees varied in their 
understanding of this being a key role for GGA.  

2. The primary focus of GGA is on production benefits.  Sustainability is an implicit 
expectation of profitable farming system development.  

3. Some GGA group members were previously focused on Landcare or NRM.  All of 
these groups are transforming to a production focus to meet group member 
interests.  There could be support through GGA for a balanced approach to 
development of sustainable farming systems, including effective Landcare or NRM 
practices. 

4. There is only limited linkage and no obvious partnership development between GGA 
and the regional NRM organisations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Grower Group Alliance Evaluation Report 

Prepared by Steady State Consulting 8 

Q13 To what extent has the social values (e.g. community cooperation, 
support etc) of farming communities within local areas been increased 
since 2004 due to GGA activities? 

Key findings 

1. Interviewee responses varied about the extent to which social outcomes were 
attributable to GGA.  Almost all recognised GGA and their group as being very 
important socially. 

2. GGA has contributed to encouraging groups to have a social component, although 
most do this through their own initiative. 

3. Major GGA events (e.g. the annual Forum, regional or interstate tours) are 
recognised as being significant socially by developing between groups and 
organisations. 

4. Further advice and support could be provided to smaller groups for engaging and 
maintaining the interest of members, particularly younger growers. 

   

FUTURE INVESTMENT   

Q14 What does the GGA need to do to remain relevant over the next three 
years? 

Key findings 

1. There is strong support to at least maintain and preferably enhance the GGA 
networking capacity. 

2. While many groups want GGA to be responsive to their needs, some groups are 
expecting GGA to be informed about emerging issues and have advice for response 
actions, 

3. Clarification of roles and responsibility for agricultural industry extension is required 
by groups.  There is uncertainty about the ongoing extension role of DAFWA.  
Opportunities to build extension into research projects need could be developed 
further.  Groups are currently reticent about adopting a major extension role 
without adequate resources to do so. 

4. Most groups recognise the facilitation approach adopted by GGA but now want a 
more pro-active approach to be adopted, especially for major project initiatives, 

5. There are clear indications of the need to better differentiate GGA support for small 
and large groups, and to provide different information and support on a regional 
basis. 

6. Smaller groups need further support to be effective.  This could occur in many ways 
but needs to be targeted for small groups wanting to adopt a strategic approach 
(some groups just want to stay casual).   

7. Small group support could be based on sub-regional, regional or cross-regional 
shared arrangements, including shared capacity (e.g. project support), project 
development (e.g. trials that are replicated in other areas), funding applications and 
reporting. 
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EFFECTIVENESS OF INVESTMENT 

Q15 To what extent do you think the GGA provides value for money (grower 
levies)? 

Key findings 

1. Most groups considered that investment of grower levies in GGA provided 
substantial value for money. 

2. There is recognition that the current GGA annual budget is limited and that 
proportionally greater benefit could be derived if the budget were increased. 

3. Some benefits of investment in GGA are likely to accrue over a longer time period.  
Other benefits are difficult to attribute directly to GGA activities but would not occur 
if GGA was absent. 

4. Groups differ in their perceived benefits from involvement in GGA however most 
recognise that the value of GGA to their group really depends upon their own 
initiative for getting involved. 

 

BARRIERS TO GROUP POTENTIAL 

Q16 What are the main barriers to groups achieving their objectives (for on-
ground change)?  

Key findings 

1. Time is the major limitation to groups, especially those without employed support.  
The time commitment of Committee members can be a deterrent to group member 
involvement.  Emphasis on time efficiency for group involvement is important to 
ensure members give the group a priority for their time. 

2. Funding limits the capacity of groups who undertake a range of activities (some 
prefer to remain small and casual so finding is not limiting). Consistency of funding 
opportunities to support active groups is important. 

3. Grower dis-interest can be limiting for some groups.  Occasional support to 
maintaining group member interest is required when this occurs. 

4. Support is required to engage younger growers within group processes.  

 

UNINTENDED OUTCOMES 

Q17 What occurred as a result of investment in GGA that was not expected?  

Key findings 

1. Early expectations of GGA varied considerably.  One group found that the 
coordinators getting in touch with us and coming down to a meeting was more than 
they had expected.  Others have been impressed by the way the network has 
expanded more that their initial expectations, 

2. Unexpected outcomes include the new capacity for groups to self-initiate significant 
activities in cooperative with other groups, 

3. The extent of social benefits, including friendship, were unexpected to some. 
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IMPORTANCE TO INDUSTRY 

Q18 How significant do you think the GGA is to future development of the 
rural sector in WA?  

Key findings 

1. Most respondents considered that the role of GGA was substantial for the future of 
the agricultural industries within the rural sector into the future. 

2. Some respondents observed the potential for GGA to provide leadership meeting a 
perceived gap within the industry. 

3. The potential for groups to increase professional capacity to meet the challenge of 
industry independence for information through GGA is recognised. 

4. The opportunity for clearer extension roles, more substantial extension processes 
and the potential for specialised extension services through GGA are recognised. 

5. There is further potential for effective expansion of the GGA network. 

 

Conclusions 

A key defining characteristic of GGA is in developing a new culture for information and 
knowledge extension that is evolving to meet grower needs.   

The GGA project is considered to have exceeded initial expectations for network 
development and increasing group efficiency and effectiveness. 

Collaboration of groups with research and other organisations has been effective, 
particularly for larger groups however there are additional opportunities to ensure the 
benefits of collaboration are better recognised both by groups and research providers. 

It is difficult to measure or attribute on-ground benefits to the functions and activities of 
GGA.  There is general recognition that farming systems are more profitable due to GGA 
contribution to grower learning experience.   

A clearer focus on sustainability issues through additional collaborative arrangements could 
be developed for future investment. 

The social benefits of grower groups are considered to be very significant.  GGA 
contributes to these benefits. 

The value of past investment in GGA is considered to be high.  Future investment could 
enhance the significance of GGA within the rural sector of Western Australia.    
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

Grower Group Alliance (GGA) is a fixed-term project funded by Grains Research and 
Development Corporation (GRDC).  The project has received funding in three phases: 

Phase I   July 2002 – June 2004 

Phase II  July 2004 – June 2007 

Phase III  July 2007 – June 2010 

GGA currently consists of 45 grower groups with a membership of over 2,400 farm 
businesses in Western Australia (approximately 40% of broad-acre mixed farming systems 
in the State’s south-west agricultural region).  All groups have grain production as a major 
component of mixed farming systems.   

The aim of GGA is to support the development of more efficient grower groups with 
expanded networking capacity and greater involvement in collaborative projects with other 
grower groups, industry partners and the wider research community.   The project enables 
effective engagement by existing and establishing groups in applied research and 
knowledge building. 

The stated roles of GGA are to: 

 Expand the network of grower groups and their partners to allow the exchange of 
knowledge, ideas and research results between members, 

 Enhance participation of grower groups in collaborative projects developed 
between  grower groups, research providers and industry, 

 Support grower groups to work towards becoming more efficient and effective as 
a group. 

GGA does not directly engage in research or on-farm trials or demonstrations. 

The overall Expected Outcome of GGA is for effective farmer groups with an improved 
ability to impact on member profitability and sustainability. 

The Project Outcome is for more effective farmer groups with expanded networking 
capacity and greater involvement in collaborative projects with other farmer groups, 
industry partners and the wider research community. 

 

The Project Outputs and Milestones are expected to be: 

Output 1 Expansion of a network that allows the exchange of knowledge, 
ideas and research results between farmer groups, industry partners and the 
wider research community, 

Milestone 1 Improve farmer group knowledge of other farmer groups and their 
successful activities through personal interactions. 

Milestone 2 Support network members to communicate information and results 
from their activities to other farmer groups, partners and the wider community via 
written and electronic means. 
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Milestone 3 Improve the skills of farmer group committee members and staff in 
information management and prioritization. 

Milestone 4 Investigate and use of appropriate communication technologies 
within and between groups. 

 

Output 2 Enhanced participation of farmer groups in collaborative projects 
developed between farmer groups, research providers and industry. 

Milestone 5 Identification and development of collaborative project opportunities 
through the expansion of networks between groups and organizations. 

Milestone 6 Promotion of farmer groups as prospective partners to research 
providers and others. 

Milestone 7 Farmer groups with improved knowledge of participatory research 
methods, including design and management of collaborative projects. 

Milestone 8 Identification of new and existing agronomic and farm business 
technologies, and testing of their suitability for the local region. 

 

Output 3 Farmer groups are working towards becoming more efficient and 
effective as a group. 

Milestone 9 Support farmer group committee and staff to develop increased 
knowledge of governance and operational procedures for successful group function. 

Milestone 10 Assist with the development of evaluation skills in farmer group 
committee and staff members to allow assessment of group activities. 

  

The annual budget allocation for the project is:  

  

2004/5 $172,708 

2005/6 $174,259 

2006/7 $177,940 

2007/8 $292,920 

2008/9 $306,622 

2009/10 $308,907  

 

This is primarily for salaries with a travel and operating budget. 

There are two full-time contract employees to undertake the roles and functions of the 
project.  The roles are described as Project Leader and Project Officer.  Office and 
administration support facilities are provided on-campus by UWA. 

The project is administered by the Mingenew-Irwin Group Inc. (MIG).  Employment of the 
two staff members is sub-contracted to the University of Western Australia.  The project is 
directed by a Strategic Advisory Group consisting of representatives from grower groups, 
research organisations and agribusiness. 

Annual progress reports are prepared for GRDC, including an account of expenditure.  
Financial accountability is provided through the Strategic Advisory Committee.     
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1.2 Purpose and Scope of the Evaluation 

The purpose of evaluating the GGA is to demonstrate to project stakeholders that the 
project has: 

 Achieved impact ‘on the ground’ (i.e. more effective groups with expanded 
networking capacity and greater involvement in collaborative projects) 

 Provided value for money (grower levy investment), and 

 Remains relevant and can build on existing successes to deliver future benefits. 

The evaluation is to assess the effectiveness of past and current investment in the GGA 
project and to provide direction for future investment in supporting a network of grower 
groups and their activities in Western Australia. 

 

The scope of the Evaluation is: 

 The time period from project commencement to the present (July, 2009, i.e. 12 
months prior to completion of Phase III), 

 Inclusion of grower groups that have or could meet the criteria for GGA 
membership, 

 Survey methods that include 3 grower group workshops, 3 grower group case 
studies, 15 grower group member interviews and 6 interviews of partner, 
researcher and funder organisations, 

 Consideration of ‘triple bottom line’ outcomes (noting that expectations of TBL 
outcomes from GGA are not specifically stated). 

The Evaluation is based on qualitative assessment of opinions expressed through 
evaluation processes.  It is not based on quantified information or economic analysis. 

  

The target audience for the Evaluation is: 

 GRDC Project and Executive Managers,  

 GRDC Western panel members, 

 GGA Strategic Advisory Group, 

 Grower Group Executive Officers and Committees (next users), and  

 Grower Group members, research and industry partners (end users).  
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1.3 Evaluation Methods 

 

Interview Questions 

The detail of methods adopted are provided in the Evaluation Plan (separate document).  
Information is derived for 5 key Evaluation Questions: 

  

1. To what extent has there been adequate expansion of a network since 2004 that 
allows the exchange of knowledge, ideas and research results between farmer 
groups, industry partners and the wider research community that is attributable to 
activities of the Grower Groups Alliance? 

2. To what extent has there been enhanced participation of farmer groups in 
collaborative projects developed between farmer groups, research providers and 
industry since 2004 due to activities of the Grower Group Alliance? 

3. To what extent have farmer groups (and their networks) become more efficient and 
effective since 2004 due to activities of the Grower Group Alliance? 

4. To what extent has there been on-ground change as a result of group involvement 
in the GGA network?    

5. What does GGA need to do to remain relevant into the future? 

A series of questions were developed to address these questions based on Output 
Milestones (Section 1.1). 

Supplementary questions were also considered. 

 

Interviewee Groups & Individuals 

Selection of the three Focus groups is based on there being one from each of the three 
group sizes, i.e.: Statewide/Regional, Sub-regional and Local. The three groups selected 
are located in separate regions.  Consideration was also given to logistics and cost-
effectiveness in group selection. 

The Focus groups that participated in the evaluation are: 

 

State-wide/Regional Facey Group 

Sub-regional  Northern Agri- Group 

Local Bodallin Catchment Group  

 

A workshop process was undertaken with each group.  Case Studies were also developed 
for the three groups. 

Individual member groups selected for phone interview processes are located within either 
of the four GGA regions: 

Northern Region 

Central Region 

Great Southern Region 

South East Region  



 

Fifteen individual groups were selected for semi-structured phone interview processes.  
Those interviewed are shown below. 

 

Region State-wide/regional Sub-regional Local 

Northern  Morawa FIG Yuna FIG 

Central WANTFA Holt Rock Group 

 

Greenhills Grower 
Group 

 

Great 
Southern 

 North Stirlings 
Pallinup Natural 
Resources Group 

North Kojonup 
Production Group 

West Wagin Top 
Crop Group 

South 
East 

SEPWA  Neridup Soil 
Conservation Group 

Munglinup Local 
Farmer Group 

Jerdacuttup Top 
Crop and Pasture 
Group 

    

 

For each group, a representative who has knowledge and foresight in relation to the group was 
selected.   

 

The six organisations identified for semi-structured interview processes are shown below. 

 

Grouping Organisation 

Strategic Advisory Group MIG 

 UWA 

Research CSIRO 

 DAFWA 

Agribusiness Farmanco 

Funder GRDC 

 

 



Grower Group Alliance Evaluation Report 

Prepared by Steady State Consulting 16 

2. Evaluation Analysis  

Information from the three source areas (focus groups, individual group interviews and 
key stakeholder representative interviews) is provided in full for each question in Appendix 
One.  This information is summarised in the sections below.  

 

2.1 Defining characteristics 

Interviewees provided information about the defining characteristics of GGA in terms of 
their most effective roles, functions or activities.  These are summarised in the Table 2.1.  

Table 2.1   

Defining Character No.1 Summary or Comments 

Networking 6  awareness of what others are doing,  

 it is a resource, for example, if the group wants a guest 
speaker, GGA is quite helpful, 

 previously, DAFWA was the ‘hub’ for information extension, 
this role is now with GGA, 

 ability for small groups to be recognised.   

Calendar of events 5  used for event planning (to avoid clashes with other events),  

 it is really good. 

Annual Forum 4  particularly useful in earlier years,  

 useful when providing crop updates,  

 this is good networking.  

Sharing information, 
ideas and events 

4  it is a new culture, 

 earlier group processes did not have a culture of shared 
information 

 differing roles for small and large groups – this works well, 

 cross-communications – seeing groups learning from each 
other 

Committee support 4  support with project development, 

 suggesting speakers for workshops, 

 training, 

 providing feedback, 

 identifying opportunities for funding. 

Regional meetings 
and breakfasts 

4  for networking with other groups within the region,  

 good opportunity to find out what other groups are doing. 

Industry and research 
partnerships 

3  have gained substantially by having links to farmers, 

 opportunities for critical response to proposed research 

 engaging with Uni Students, 

 there is still considerable research effort without farmer 
consultation 

Interstate tours 3  these have got younger people involved. 

Liaison with GGA 3  good phone support,  
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Coordinators  effective in facilitating supportive discussion 

Newsletter 3  some noted that this was not a good form of communication. 

Stimulus for new 
ideas  

3  e.g. new technology that is available, 

 an ideas forum for farmers. 

Regional tours 2  good for new staff,  

 good to move out of your own area. 

Website 1  good for contacts. 

Networking 
information between 
groups 

1  this was not being done before (there was a ‘gap’), 

Regional group 
coordinators meetings 

1  

Note: 1 – the Number of comments recorded during interviews. 

 

Key findings 

1. A new culture for information and knowledge extension that is evolving to meet 
grower needs.  The networking and openness of information sharing within WA and 
inter-state appeals to grower groups, is effective and is meeting their needs.  This 
is a fundamental characteristic of GGA.  It is replacing the former extension role 
provided by government through the (former) Department of Agriculture (now 
DAFWA). 

2. The Calender of events is the most used tool provided through GGA.  It enables 
groups to see what others are doing, plan ahead and avoid duplication of activities. 

3. The Annual Forum is a central event that all groups recognise and attend if 
possible.  It is like an annual benchmark to groups to see how they are going 
compared with others.  It is an effective forum for new ideas.   

4. Regional and interstate tours are a defining characteristic.  Growers want to see 
what others are doing and hear about it from other growers.  They want to be 
stimulated by new ideas - they want to ‘see success’.  Tours are also effective in 
engaging younger growers. 

5. Committee support has been important for those who have sought it.  This occurs 
in many forms.  It seems to be most useful as back-up when required.  It is like 
having a Head Office for all groups. 

6. Contact with research and industry representatives is significant.  While partnership 
arrangements are not taken up by many groups (generally due to inadequate group 
capacity), the ability to communicate better with researchers is important.  This is a 
GGA function that is yet to be fully and effectively developed.       
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2.2 Network development 

The following four questions relate to the ways in which GGA has enabled expansion of the 
network for exchange of knowledge, ideas and research results between farmer groups, 
industry partners and the wider research community. 

 

 

 

  Q1 To what extent has the GGA increased information and knowledge 
sharing between farmer groups? 

Q1 Information and know ledge sharing

0
1 1

8

4 4

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Zero One Tw o Three Four Five

Score

N
um

be
r 

of
 r

es
po

ns
es

Total number

 

Focus groups 

0 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
(2)   

4 
(1) 

5  
 

 No score: 0  

Individual groups 

0 
 

1 
(1)  

2 
(1) 

3 
(5)     

4 
(2)   

5  
(2)  

 No score: 1  

Key Stakeholder Organisations 

0 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
(1)   

4 
(1) 

5  
(2)  

 No score: 0   

Information presentation note: 

Interviewees were asked to provide a Score response to each question where zero = 
no effect or value and 5 = complete effect or value.  Other scores were proportional 
within the range.  The total number of scores is shown graphically.  The number of 
scores from each of the three sources areas is shown in the bars below each graph. 

Note that only Focus groups and key stakeholder organization representatives 
responded to Questions 3, 4 and 8. 
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Summary Comments 

 Demonstrated by the rapid increase in group membership (now 47 groups), 

 It is effective because no one else is doing it (DAFWA no longer with major 
extension role – local groups are needed for this role), 

 Before GGA, there was negligible networking between groups.  Groups now meet 
regularly with other groups, 

 If GGA were not there, there would be no way of knowing what others are doing, 

 GGA does not have its own ‘agenda’, it is without bias, it exists only for group 
support, 

 There are still opportunities to expand the network (development of websites, 
other communications), 

 Activities are mostly in Perth – it would be better if they could be rolled out 
through regions,  

 Good for smaller or new groups- they can see how easy it is to set up or run a 
group, 

 Small groups are included although the full potential from inclusion is yet to be 
developed, 

 Most information comes from the big groups although this is not a huge amount 
of use in this area (differences),  

 There is an increasing willingness to share information.  It is not completely open 
but it is getting there,  

 Members are too busy to fully utilise GGA networking and information sharing 
capacity, 

 Main difficulty is in getting the information to members (the group does not have 
staff or support so is dependent upon a few Committee members to distribute 
information), 

 The group is a bit isolated and there are very few local groups so there is not a 
lot of opportunity for information sharing, 

 Members bought a community bus for use in own extension activities. 

 

Key findings 

1. Almost all interviewees considered there to be significant information and 
knowledge sharing.  Those that didn’t score this question high recognised that their 
group was not fully utilising the opportunities on offer. 

2. The number of GGA member groups and their constituent members has increased 
significantly over the past four year however increasing numbers do not provide a 
good indicator of the effectiveness of networking capacity.  Some smaller member 
groups are relatively inactive. 

3. Effective expansion of the network comes in the form of effective information and 
knowledge exchange leading to improved farming system practices. 
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4. Smaller groups appreciate the opportunity for broader involvement but are limited 
in their ability to fully utilise the capacity of GGA networking due to their own group 
limitations. More focus on effective involvement for smaller groups is required.  

 

 

Q2 To what extent has the GGA supported farmer groups to communicate 
the results of their activities with other groups, partners and the wider 
community? 
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Summary Comments 

 Groups get as much support as they want (i.e. they need to be self-initiating – it 
is not the role of GGA to be pro-active with groups).  GGA is not a doing 
organisation, it facilitates group processes, 

 GGA groups are skilled now and see the opportunity to present their information.  
They know how the system works to their advantage,   
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 There are different facilitation styles.  A more proactive approach suits some 
groups but not all, 

 GGA do this well through the Forum – there is plenty of time for groups to 
present their information, and there is a good information network, 

 Communicating results to others may not be relevant (e.g. local cropping trials), 

 GGA could coordinate trial information between groups (pro-active role), 

 GGA could have a hard-copy magazine (like the GRDC Groundcover magazine – 
this suits local groups).  All groups could write up a short article of activities or 
results for each issue, 

 Big groups probably have information that is available but it seems difficult to get 
access, 

 If government or industry funds are invested in a groups information, then it 
should be available to all groups, 

 Communication of results occurs through the GRDC magazine and in the national 
trials book (GRIST).  GGA puts out a call for contributions to this, 

 Our group collates all of our own trial information into a summary booklet, 

 Group is willing to share the information but nobody has asked for it, 

 There are only 2-3 active people in the group – it needs a coordinator, 

 GGA Coordinator comes to our field days – she get around heaps (i.e. supporting 
groups to communicate their results),  

 The opportunities are there but not utilised by this group,  

 This is a gap – there could be more support.  There is no clear pathway for this to 
occur. 

 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered there to be substantial opportunity and support to 
communicate between groups. 

2. Larger groups are considered to have more information that is relevant.  These are 
perceived by some groups to be less open in sharing this information than might 
be expected. 

3. Some groups recognised the opportunity to communicate information although did 
not take it up due to then need for support to collate information.  Smaller groups 
are less willing to communicate information through organised events (e.g. the 
annual Forum) for these reasons.   

4. Some groups consider that their local information is only relevant to their own 
group.  Some groups want only to provide farmer-to-farmer communications 
within their group. 

5. GGA could be more pro-active in collating information from groups and making 
this available (e.g. on the website). 
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Q3 To what extent have the information management and prioritization 
skills of farmer group committee members and staff been improved due 
to the GGA? 

Q3  Information management and 
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Summary comments 

 There is now more confidence in groups – they are better able to filter 
information, 

 There have been strategic processes with groups, especially the larger groups.  
These have probably gained a lot of benefit, 

 Intensity of group workload has become quite high – they have got better at 
managing the load (by being strategic),  

 Good support for trial results in early days, 

 The network provides the opportunity for a flow of information related to the 
farmer-generated ideas,  

 Group is now able to target events to member interests.  GGA ‘e-news’ and 
‘Calendar’ help in this way, 

 There could be a review of available databases,  

 Adequate systems are already in place for our group, 

 Small groups are now a bit lost as to what to do next,   
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 Committee is functioning effectively with information management – no need for 
further GGA support,  

 It is difficult to attribute these benefits to GGA.  

 

Key findings 

1. Responses from Focus groups and key stakeholder organisations were mixed 
about the effectiveness of improving group information management and 
prioritisation skills. 

2. There is a general perception that larger groups have gained most benefit. 

3. Smaller groups are generally not aware of how their skills and capacity could be 
improved. 

4. Most groups are satisfied with their current level of information management 
skills. 

 

 

Q4 To what extent have member farmer groups adopted new or improved 
communication technologies developed or extended by GGA?   
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Summary comments 

 Communication technologies include video-conferencing, phone conferencing, 
possible use of Skype, newsletters, portals, website etc.  It was generally unclear 
to interviewees as to what was intended by GGA in this role, 

 Bigger groups have been able to adopt these technologies by having the capacity 
to do so (e.g. development of websites for Liebe, MIG, SEPWA groups),  

 Travelling long distances is an issue for groups – there is a need to provide 
telecast events to groups and group members (e.g. could be an annual speaker 
series), 

 The larger groups do provide some support for associated smaller groups 
(’umbrella’ support), 

 Use of e-news has been useful.  Information distribution and communications 
have increased as a result (group now has email contact with members – 
previously used a faxed distribution), 

 Perhaps GGA could have done more in this area although it does take a lot of 
resources to do properly, 

 GGA could provide marketing reports, 

 Our area does not have reasonable broadband access – it is ‘steam-driven’ 
technology out here, 

 Groups have developed these skills otherwise, 

 Most groups seem to want to stay in their own routine, 

 No significant change due to GGA, this is not their role. 

 

Key findings: 

1. Responses from focus groups and key stakeholder organisations generally thought 
this function was less well performed. 

2. Most groups are well informed about communication technology and currently use 
it within their capacity or within the capacity of communication services to the 
region. 

3. Improved communication technology for groups would overcome the barrier of 
distance or isolation.  This could make GGA roles and functions more attractive to 
additional groups and improve the efficiency of smaller groups. 
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2.3 Participation in collaborative projects 

The following four questions address the extent to which groups have participated in 
collaborative projects with research providers and industry due to GGA involvement. 

  

Q5 To what extent has GGA initiated collaborative project opportunities 
between groups and organizations? 
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Summary comments 

 This has been ‘huge’ - there was a massive void in connecting research with 
growers before, 

 The key role is for groups to have an idea or concept, then ask ‘How do we 
progress this’?  GGA provides the important role of progressing the idea,  

 Concepts for the Grain & Graze program developed from early MIG/Evergreen 
initiatives demonstrated the potential for farmer group networking with the 
research community, 
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 These processes have influenced GRDC objectives and CSIRO research direction, 

 The annual Forum provides opportunities for ‘regional research meetings’ from 
which GGA have facilitated project and research initiatives.  The methods are an 
effective ‘show and tell’ style for cross-communication, 

 The Strategic Advisory Group (for GGA) is instrumental in providing a lead for 
these initiatives, 

 The GGA network provides an easy way for researchers to make their work 
relevant, 

 The level of pro-activity is about right – if too pro-active, they could get in the 
way of group initiatives, 

 Probably would be better if GGA were more pro-active rather than supportive, 

 Our group is involved in the CSIRO ‘Realizing yield potential’ project – it is quite 
exciting, 

 Good involvement with researchers and industry during an organised day at UWA 
(links to speakers, researchers).  This shows what is available.  It should happen 
every year,  

  “It is like going to a library – GGA makes you aware of what books are there!” 

 It could be that GGA is not communicating its own successes (effectiveness is too 
subtle), 

 GGA repeatedly offer opportunities.  The group is not in a position to take them 
up,  

 GGA Coordinator has asked our group about research issues but there has been 
no follow-up response, 

 Members get information by being members of SEPWA, having close relations 
with DAFWA and through other local agronomy groups, 

 There has been no introductory process – there could have been a review and 
what groups want and arrangements for support in keeping the group functions 
going,  

 Not initiated by GGA for our group – group arranges trials with DAFWA 
(Geraldton) and independent consultants (note that DAFWA has been recently 
quite pro-active in trial suggestion, design and support),  

 Mostly own group initiative. 

 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees scored this GGA function moderately high but some didn’t.  The 
opportunity for collaboration is well recognised but some groups either don’t have 
the capacity for collaboration or are collaborating in ways not attributable to GGA. 

2. GGA could be more pro-active in linking smaller groups with larger group research 
initiatives or by coordinating similar smaller group initiatives. 

3. Some groups would take up opportunities if they were clearer about what it is that 
they wanted.  Support to identify information needs relevant to local groups would 
build the capacity of groups to seek collaborative opportunities. 
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Q6 To what extent has GGA promoted farmer groups as prospective partners 
for research providers and others? 
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Summary comments 

 This is a main role for GGA - that’s their job!  

 There are ‘Expressions of Interest’ for research partners on the Web – this is a 
good opportunity, 

 The annual Forum brings groups, researchers, industry together.  There was an 
opportunity for groups by presentation at “2020 Forum”, 

 For it to work well, groups need to take control of research situations (i.e. know 
the research that they want),  

 CSIRO and DAFWA have been ‘client focused’ previously. University research can 
still gain by adopting more of this approach, 
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 Some difficult communications with researchers (they come to the group with 
developed projects, not true consultation, paying lip-service only to the group), 

 Research ‘partners’ are often only looking for a farm to locate their research, 

 Research student contacts are good (e.g. PhD student from UWA studying group 
processes – there could be more of this), 

 GGA efforts seem to be too focused in the ‘Wheatbelt’ where the traditional view 
is that this is the grain areas but the South Coast region is now a major grain 
producing region and grain in farming systems is increasing.  Our region has 
been neglected (by GGA and other organisations) due to this traditional view, 

 Group wants more Extension rather than research (not set up as a research 
group), 

 Group asks – who is responsible for Extension in WA? Can GGA address this? 

 There could be more done in this area although it is uncertain who’s role it is, 

 Bigger groups have the capacity to self-promote and accommodate partnership 
arrangements.  It is more attractive for research organisations to go to a group 
with this capacity (our group has decided to stay medium size), 

 Small groups at distance from major centres do not get priority attention.  
Partners would go to bigger groups first, 

 GGA could provide more support in this function for medium and smaller groups.  
There could be linkage between groups within the region (or sub-region), 

 There could be mentoring for smaller groups to encourage their involvement in 
collaboration, 

 Some lead is provided by agribusiness in this area, 

 It has been difficult for the group to get ideas and difficult for the group to 
organise (e.g. structure and design of trials),  

 This has created some dis-advantage to non-GGA groups. 

 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered that promoting groups for collaborative opportunities 
if a key role for GGA and they had performed well in. 

2. The potential for client-focused research is recognised although not fully 
developed.  There are researchers who have not appreciated the benefits from 
group-based collaborative research. 

3. GGA could facilitate additional collaborative arrangements into areas where 
cropping is new or increasing within farming systems. 

4. The key role of lead extension now and into the future could be better developed.  
It is unclear what extension pathways are best.  A more strategic approach could 
be developed to enable GGA (member groups included) to better understand the 
potential of their role in extension. 

5. Collaborative research opportunities are more readily developed with larger groups 
where group capacity exists.  GGA could provide more proactive support in 



Grower Group Alliance Evaluation Report 

Prepared by Steady State Consulting 29 

developing research and extension initiatives for smaller groups, including linked 
projects between groups.  

 

Q7 To what extent have farmer groups improved their capacity for design 
and management of collaborative projects as a result of GGA activities? 
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Summary comments 

 This is an important role for GGA.  There is a course on ‘trial design’ – this is a 
brilliant idea, 

 Groups have improved understanding of research and results by being involved.  
This is a BIG beneficial effect, 

 Significant support for own projects in early days, 

 If groups want to improve, they can (need to be self-initiating), 

 Arrangements with GGA and groups are better than the older processes of field 
days run by the Department of Agriculture, 
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 Groups now know how to test their own ideas. It has added research rigor to 
group trials, 

 It is best for there to be local trials that are relevant to our area.  The broader 
district recommendations are often not relevant to us,  

 There is some pressure for research when it is demonstration sites that are 
required, 

 Other groups do this well by getting farmers to invest (thought to be about 
$1,000) in research and employ others (consultants) to do the research.  
Members then own the information but are less likely to want to share it, 

 There are good links with trials through other groups (SEPWA, CSIRO, Elders and 
others), 

 Could be a new role for GGA in arranging coordinated trials with groups, 

 Our groups has gone ahead ‘in leaps and bounds’ but due to own initiative and 
support from organisations within the region (including from influential people 
within DAFWA), 

 The ‘Speed Research’ idea seems good, 

 Our group has a Trials Sub-committee that has the ideas for next seasons trials 
(based on own member experience) and contact industry to get involved (GGA 
does provide support here).  Our group really does its own thing and it works well 
for us,   

 DAFWA help with putting in our suggested trials, 

 The group was already active (as a ‘Top Crop’ group) and with good capacity in 
this area, 

 Our group has project staff with a high level of capacity in this area,  

 Consider that it is not really the role of our group.  There is no time to do it and 
trials can be expensive (including down-time for farmers), 

 Not much evidence of improvement - no real change as a result of GGA. 

 

Key findings 

1. Most interviewees considered that group capacity for design and management of 
collaborative project activities has increase due to GGA. 

2. Developing capacity of groups to initiate and test their own ideas is an important 
component of effective extension.  This could be better linked by associating 
individual group trials with broader district research and demonstration trials. 

3. The potential for effective group trials through engagement of farm consultants 
could be further developed, 

4. Not all groups want to be developing new information through research 
involvement.  There should not be an expectation of enhanced trials capacity if 
this is not wanted by the group.  There could be more support for extension and 
communications with these groups.   

5. Some groups have existing arrangements with other organisations that assist with 
their trials.  
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Q8 To what extent has GGA enabled groups to learn about new or existing 
agronomic and farm business technologies? 

Q8  Learning about agronomic and 
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Summary comments 

 GGA tries to be at the leading edge of technologies; it tries to be innovative (as is 
demonstrated at the annual Forum),  

 Has worked moderately well, 

 An important role of GGA is to build confidence in growers for adoption of new 
practices (group supports ensures they are not alone in trying new things), 

 GGA coordinators need to be experienced enough to understand farming systems 
and be ample to identify gaps within systems for promotion of new technologies, 

 GGA is needed to provide linkage to these technologies (there would be no 
involvement by small groups without GGA for some technologies), 

 The CSIRO ‘yield-profit’ project (undertaken with the group) is developing a new 
technology for decision-making with climate variability (e.g. fertiliser use).  GGA 
has enabled this to occur. Consultants are involved in gaining adoption,  

 An example is adoption of hard-seeded Cadiz (serradella) that has occurred through 
GGA, 

 The excavated Soil Pits were useful – GGA may not have claimed adequate credit 
for this initiative,  
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 This is considered to be a role of GGA but our group has not yet seen value from it 
relevant to the group, 

 Probably not the role of GGA.  Other sources are best for this. 

 

Key findings 

1. Most focus group and key stakeholder organisation interviewees considered that 
groups were enabled to learn about new or existing technologies as a result of GGA 
activities. 

2. It is unclear to some groups as to the role of GGA in this capacity.  There are other 
technical providers for this information.  The effective role for GGA is to ensure 
groups have access to this information. 

3. GGA may be achieving more in this role than is recognised.     
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2.4 Group capacity 

The following two questions address the effectiveness and efficiency of grower group 
processes. 

 

Q9 To what extent has the capacity for governance and operational 
procedures been developed for farmer group committee and staff as a 
result of GGA activities? 
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Summary comments 

 This is a big issue that is raised at all Coordinator meetings.  It is important as it 
filters down through other activities of the group, 

 GGA is quite helpful for groups – the service is almost invaluable, 

 Where else would groups go to get this direction? 
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 There has been training and links to others who can help (e.g. with accounting 
packages) but there is a need for more assistance in this area - it is more than a 
volunteers job, 

 GGA has ‘role sheets’ with guiding information for the duties of each Committee 
role – these are considered to be helpful, 

 GGA recognises that groups need to operate legally.  There have been recent 
changes to the Associations Incorporation Act (WA) – assistance in dealing with 
these changes is required (perhaps a brochure), 

 The annual Forum is good - groups are sharing this type of information at the 
Forum, 

 While it is up to the groups to ask, GGA could provide more guidance as to what 
is required (re governance and management), 

 Opportunities are provided but most don’t want it, 

 Some committee members have to travel large distances to meetings – it is 
important that Committee processes are relevant and effective, 

 One person presenting governance information was considered to be 
inappropriate to the group (missed the target, assumed the group to be much 
larger and to have staff), 

 There could be more assistance with arrangements for succession planning 
(rolling roles over) and getting younger people in the area involved, 

 There is a need to work out how to get members more motivated for involvement 
(e.g. in Committee positions).  At our AGM, “..everyone scatters to the car park 
at election time”!!   

 Good during early days - GGA has ‘done their job’ (i.e. can’t add much further 
value), 

 The group is at a cross-road – strategic review is needed for new direction,   

 The group really is just rolling along doing what it has always done – it is 
generally quite causal, 

 Group is under-utilising what is on offer, 

 The group has no Committee structure - we try to keep it simple in our group,  

 The major benefit of the group is in sharing individual farmer information.  We 
don’t need much structure for this, 

 This remains a gap area. 

 

Key findings 

1. Almost all interviewees considered that group capacity for governance and 
procedures had been enhanced as a result of GGA activities. 

2. Most groups were aware of GGA activities to assist in this area although some are 
seeking guidance as to what is required of their group, 

3. It is important that information provided is directly relevant to the group involved.   
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4. Groups learning from other groups (e.g. at the annual Forum) for these issues is 
significant. 

5. Some groups need assistance with strategic planning (i.e. setting goals, finding 
group direction) before developing administrative processes. 

6. There could be support provided through GGA for smaller and medium groups to 
assist with more difficult procedures, including applications for funding and 
reporting on funded project outcomes. 

7. Some smaller groups prefer to remain unstructured to avoid the burden of 
administrative responsibility. 

 

Q10 To what extent have farmer groups developed the capacity of their 
committee and staff for self-evaluation procedures due to GGA 
assistance? 
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Summary comments: 

 The bigger groups (that have strategic plans) have potential to do this effectively.  
Some of the bigger projects include M&E, 

 Do groups have objectives set initially? May need more support in doing this first, 

 Not a lot of evaluation being done by groups, 

 GGA provides assistance but there has not been a lot of uptake, 

 There is definitely the opportunity to develop skills in this area, 

 No evidence of benefit, 

 The Regional Breakfasts are valuable – they provide an opportunity for the group 
to self-assess through discussion and comparison with other groups,  

 Our group put out a questionnaire to members but got no response, 

 GGA could support with ideas, preparation of a Questionnaire, assessment at field 
days or other ways to get feedback, 

 Our group is small – it undergoes casual evaluation (BBQ and beer chats), 

 Committees change so there is a need for capacity of groups to be continuously 
updated, 

 The group is trying to attract younger people.  If they see it as too 
administrative, they will not come.  Evaluation forms would be a ‘turn-off’,   

 Committee gets a good sense of what is working well and what not, 

 Feedback comes in many forms, 

 If no one turns up to an event, we do things differently, 

 Group has own processes to review staff performance, 

 Our group undertakes evaluation processes at a high level (staff performance, 
events management, member surveys etc.).  This is undertaken by own group 
initiative, 

 Not at all for this group.  It probably doesn’t need it. 

 

Key findings 

1. Responses from interviewees were divided on the increased benefits of self-
evaluation procedures for groups.  Many smaller groups interviewed could not see 
benefits for their group by changing from their current casual review practices.  Six 
interviewees refrained from scoring this question because they had no information 
about the role of GGA in this area. 

2. Self-evaluation is undertaken effectively by larger groups who have clear 
objectives, including remaining relevant to member needs. 

3. Some groups who would like to improve self-evaluation procedures but have 
difficulty in motivating members to respond.  Engagement in these processes is 
required by more than just the Committee and staff.  

4. Self-evaluation does not need to be formalised to be effective.  
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2.5 ‘Triple Bottom Line’ benefits 

The following three questions address economic, environmental and social benefits 
resulting from group involvement in GGA activities or processes. 

 

Q11 To what extent has the profitability of farming systems within local areas 
been increased since 2004 due to GGA activities? 

Q11   Increased profitability 
     of farming systems

3 3

0

5 5

1

0
2

4
6

8
10

12

Zero One Tw o Three Four Five

Score

N
um

be
r 

of
 

re
sp

on
se

s

Total number

 

Focus Group 

0 
 

1 
(2)   

2 
 

3 
(1) 

4 
 

5  
 

 No score: 0  

Individual group  

0 
(3)    

1 
(1) 

2 
 

3 
(1) 

4  
(5)    

5  

    No score: 2  

Key Stakeholder Organisations 

0 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
(3)  

4 
 

5  
(1) 

 No score: 0 

 

Summary comments 

 Definitely been an increase.  GGA arranged a trip ‘east’ attended by members 
who bought a lot home about farming practices.  They also provided good follow-
up information.  The benefits have been massive, 

 Knowledge and communication generated through GGA does lead to profit 
benefit.  A survey would probably show the profit benefit to groups who are 
members of GGA, 
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 GGA effect on profitability is indirect.  It facilitates R&D, innovations, 
implementing ideas, improvements in efficiency leading towards profitable 
outcomes.  The benefit is hard to measure, 

 The whole involvement is a learning experience, 

 Our group area is in transition to more cropping so the group processes have 
been important in increasing farm profitability through processes of farmer-to-
farmer re-assurance, 

 It is difficult to determine but the outcome is more likely to be positive than 
negative, 

 Probably quite effective with specific programs such as for soil acidity, weed 
management and others, 

 Most benefits to groups are long-term through involvement in research (hard to 
attribute short-term benefit), 

 GGA has not really been going long enough to significantly influence profitable 
outcomes.  It is recognised that the networking processes could eventually result 
in more profitable farming systems, 

 It is difficult to attribute to GGA, 

 Increased profit is due to own group initiative. 

 

Key findings 

1. The responses from interviewees were quite strongly divided as to how much 
profitability could be attributed to GGA.  However all recognised that the processes 
of networking and sharing information are important for development of more 
profitable farming systems. 

2. There is good recognition by groups that increased profitability of farming systems 
is not necessarily a direct response to any single action but is more likely to occur 
indirectly and over a longer time period as a result of well-informed decisions. 

3. There could be further development of understanding by researchers, growers, 
group staff and others of managing complex farming systems (rather than just 
single components).  
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Q12 To what extent has the sustainability of farming systems within local 
areas been increased since 2004 due to GGA activities? 
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Summary comments 

 Most groups are focused on production – sustainable systems are developed as 
a result, 

 This is not a measurable benefit but the benefit is probably high, 

 GGA has a good focus on sustainability – it helps to pass on the message, 

 GGA does a good job in this area in suggesting speakers for groups, including 
inter-state speakers, 

 Some aspects of sustainability are included for farms to comply with social 
expectations for sustainable resource use, 

 The collaborative project with CSIRO looking at plant water-use efficiency could 
provide some benefits for sustainable farming systems, however this is mostly 
focused on increasing yield, 
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 GGA (management) probably does not have the knowledge base to assist in this 
area – it is not particularly focused on sustainability, 

 Not much of a connection made between groups and NRM (through catchment 
councils or otherwise), 

 DAFWA (via GGA) in fostering research for sustainable systems, 

 Sustainable outcomes are an expectation of GGA.  There probably should be 
more done in this area,   

 There has been a recent relapse in land conservation issues (e.g. with wind 
erosion).  Dry seasons are pressuring farmers to push the system beyond 
sustainable limits, 

 This is a big issue with our group but GGA input to achievements has been low. 

 

Key findings 

1 Most interviewees considered that there had been little or no achievement of 
farming systems sustainability due to GGA activities.  Interviewees varied in their 
understanding of this being a key role for GGA.  

2 The primary focus of GGA is on production benefits.  Sustainability is an implicit 
expectation of profitable farming system development.  

3 Some GGA group members were previously focused on Landcare or NRM.  All of 
these groups are transforming to a production focus to meet group member 
interests.  There could be support through GGA for a balanced approach to 
development of sustainable farming systems, including effective Landcare or NRM 
practices. 

4 There is only limited linkage and no obvious partnership development between GGA 
and the regional NRM organisations.   
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Q13 To what extent has the social values (e.g. community cooperation, 
support etc) of farming communities within local areas been increased 
since 2004 due to GGA activities? 

Q13   Increased social values
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Summary comments 

 These are some of the most significant outcomes – they build stronger networks 
within and between groups, 

 GGA has improved the confidence and identity of groups.  The significance of 
groups is recognised.  Individual groups are not isolated, 

 Full social benefits from a group may not be realised for a longer period (10-20 
years), 

 GGA has assisted with programs for groups during tough times (stress and risk 
management),   

 The group has been good in tough times (e.g. when there were bad frosts).  It 
provides an opportunity to share the anxiety, to let growers know they are not 
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alone with an issue.  Interestingly, more people come to events during dry-risk 
seasons, 

 The dinner at the Forum is really important.  It is a time to relax, become 
creative and share ideas.  Names and contacts get exchanged – bonds are built, 

 The CSIRO project (plant water use efficiency) is good for networking with 
leading farmers, 

 The Forum and local field days are good – they develop a connection between 
farmers, 

 GGA offers suggestions on how to set up events including a social element (not 
all information and work), 

 There could be more contact with other groups arranged (Eastern States tours, 
regional meetings).  Our group likes to ‘see success’ as a result of activities of 
other groups, 

 Our group is really important socially within the area (the tennis club has now 
gone). People stay on after meeting for a chat.  This is the way that our 
community functions, 

 The group has adopted a social approach to make meetings more interesting 
(BBQ’s, rain-dancing) – this has evolved into being a community support 
structure, 

 There needs to be better understanding of what groups need to exist (especially 
smaller groups), what is required to stimulate interest? 

 Our group is not specifically socially focused as we are located quite close to a 
busy town and to Perth so there are plenty of alternative social options, 

 Our group leader went on self-drive tour east with GGA.  The ideas and 
networking from this was great – it has continued after the tour, 

 Most social benefit comes from own group initiative. 

 

Key findings 

1. Interviewee responses varied about the extent to which social outcomes were 
attributable to GGA.  Almost all recognised GGA and their group as being very 
important socially. 

2. GGA has contributed to encouraging groups to have a social component, although 
most do this through their own initiative. 

3. Major GGA events (e.g. the annual Forum, regional or interstate tours) are 
recognised as being significant socially by developing between groups and 
organisations. 

4. Further advice and support could be provided to smaller groups for engaging and 
maintaining the interest of members, particularly younger growers. 
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2.6 Future investment 

The following question identified what is required for future investment in GGA. 

 

Q14 What does the GGA need to do to remain relevant over the next three 
years? 

 

Summary comment 

 Current roles 

 Maintain the alliance with enhanced networking.  There may need to be new 
processes to make this happen, 

 New networking required where agribusiness and farm consultants withdraw 
from some (less profitable) services.  The alliance and groups may need to fill 
these gaps, 

 Enable staff capacity to grow to a very effective level, 

 Our group is impressed with the collaborative CSIRO project, especially being 
able to compare results with other groups.  There should be more of these types 
of projects, 

 More proactive in representing groups to research institutions – building the 
opportunities, marketing the groups, 

 A major gap is caused by competitiveness between the larger groups resulting 
in less than optimal information sharing (implies a level of protectiveness of 
ideas, influence and initiative), 

 Farming is changing rapidly, there is a need for GGA to keep ahead of the 
change and be ready with support for change when it occurs (ensure that they 
don’t ‘drop the ball’), 

 Continue annual Forum (for staff and members). Continue/improve regional, 
inter-state tours and regional meeting processes, 

 Being more available and being open to feedback from groups, 

 There are differences in group needs between regions – these need to be 
recognised. 

 

 New initiatives 

 Increased capacity for Extension - this should be Core Business for our group 
but it needs support.  DAFWA now has very limited capacity.  Researchers 
should be combining ‘extension’ with their research, but best to develop own 
group capacity (noted that groups ‘over east’ has ready access to industry funds 
for extension activities but not available here), 

 More initiative for developing or participating in larger-scale (up to national) 
projects (e.g. some initiatives through Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry).  GGA needs to keep an eye open for opportunities and linking into 
these, 
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 GGA would be more supportive if they were on the ground more (e.g.  helping 
with trials).  This may add to the costs but it would be worth the cost if trials 
were replicated in different areas with a standardised research design.  Trial 
results could be made available on the website.  A more proactive approach is 
required, 

 There is a growing need for support for the role of women in agriculture and in 
groups, 

 There may need to be more separation between high and low rainfall areas 
(perhaps different networks or information),  

 The past 12 months has been too focussed on a facilitated approach.  There is a 
need for a more proactive approach to bring groups together, 

 GGA could look at the operations of other industry alliances – some are 
functioning more effectively through direct support for individuals,   

 Liaison with GRDC and other funding organisations to develop clear pathways 
for project development and management, 

 Prepare outcomes of the annual Forum into a concise booklet form suitable for 
all group members. 

 

Group support 

 Increased support capacity for smaller and medium-sized groups.  This could be 
part-time support for a group or resources shared between groups (either within 
a region or cross-regional to get a better sense of what is going on elsewhere), 

 There has been a loss of some capacity by having GGA and the LFGN combined.  
There now needs to be more differentiated support for smaller groups, including 
administrative support and Executive/Project Officer capacity, 

 Group funding support.  This is a regular outcome of group forums.  Groups 
spend too much time securing sponsorship or other funding.  GGA is not 
addressing this, 

 Support in project development (skilled people being available).  This could be 
applied directly to small groups or as an ‘umbrella’ approach to a range of small 
groups with similar interests, 

 Some support for smaller groups with funding opportunities (e.g. CFoC).  We 
don’t have time or experience for application preparation.  GGA could apply for 
bigger funding, perhaps for a theme (e.g. healthy soils) and across a region 
representing several groups,  

 As farm size increases (and rural population decreases) there is more of a need 
to provide the social format through the alliance to maintain membership, 

 Small groups are struggling in some areas, especially with trial design and 
application for funding.  Other small groups are in the same situation, 

 GGA is currently more related to larger groups but most of the wheatbelt is 
better suited to have small groups, 

 Our group Chair is an energetic younger person.  He needs to be supported,  
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 Reporting procedures (these could be simplified or undertaken by GGA on behalf 
of smaller groups), 

 GGA could be more pro-active in information facilitation for small groups,   

 On-going/improved group staff support (GGA has at time been difficult to 
contact when required), 

 Initiate video-conferencing, 

 New initiatives on how to motivate members to be involved in the Committee, 

 GGA needs to be locally available and come to visit, be ‘on the ground’, attend 
major field days, 

 Don’t burn-out groups (provide opportunities for support, e.g. travel payments). 

 

Key findings 

1. There is strong support to at least maintain and preferably enhance the GGA 
networking capacity. 

2. While many groups want GGA to be responsive to their needs, some groups are 
expecting GGA to be informed about emerging issues and have advice for response 
actions, 

3. Clarification of roles and responsibility for agricultural industry extension is required 
by groups.  There is uncertainty about the ongoing extension role of DAFWA.  
Opportunities to build extension into research projects need could be developed 
further.  Groups are currently reticent about adopting a major extension role 
without adequate resources to do so. 

4. Most groups recognise the facilitation approach adopted by GGA but now want a 
more pro-active approach to be adopted, especially for major project initiatives, 

5. There are clear indications of the need to better differentiate GGA support for small 
and large groups, and to provide different information and support on a regional 
basis. 

6. Smaller groups need further support to be effective.  This could occur in many ways 
but needs to be targeted for small groups wanting to adopt a strategic approach 
(some groups just want to stay casual).   

7. Small group support could be based on sub-regional, regional or cross-regional 
shared arrangements, including shared capacity (e.g. project support), project 
development (e.g. trials that are replicated in other areas), funding applications and 
reporting.  
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2.7 Effectiveness of investment 

The following question seeks the opinion of interviewees about how effective investment in 
GGA has been. 

 

Q15 To what extent do you think the GGA provides value for money (grower 
levies)? 
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Summary comment 

 It provides the ‘key in the lock’ that integrates farming systems – it is now 
recognised to be integral to managing within agricultural industries, 

 Considering that there are 2 people employed and that they run a 2-day forum 
and other activities, it is very good value for GRDC (it is surprising the GRDC 
does not brand it as their own), 
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 If a benefit-cost analysis approach is adopted, it would be difficult to 
demonstrate the return although it would probably be (a ratio that is ) greater 
than 1.0, 

 What really can be expected from the relatively small budget?  Perhaps the 
project milestones are too ambitious for the budget, 

 Excellent value (it is really not much money).  It is definitely good value – 
without a doubt,  

 It would be better value for money if more funds were available (perhaps 
doubled), 

 Compared to other investments of grower levies, this is good,  

 A major value is in adding confidence within the industry.  Groups are more 
confident and are staying together, 

 High research value,  

 GGA is particularly good for groups starting up, 

 Compared with other states (where there is no, or only new group alliance), WA 
is miles ahead, 

 GGA has enthusiastic and dedicated people involved – they need the capacity to 
be effective,  

 Without GGA, groups would need to invest their own time in forming networks – 
this would be costly and in-efficient, 

 While our group is quite large, it is good to have GGA to add value to our role, 

 Big groups benefit most, 

 It is not really getting outcomes, 

 If GGA were removed, some groups would continue, some would merge,   

 If GGA were cut out, you would never get it back again. 

 

Key findings 

1. Most groups considered that investment of grower levies in GGA provided 
substantial value for money. 

2. There is recognition that the current GGA annual budget is limited and that 
proportionally greater benefit could be derived if the budget were increased. 

3. Some benefits of investment in GGA are likely to accrue over a longer time period.  
Other benefits are difficult to attribute directly to GGA activities but would not occur 
if GGA was absent. 

4. Groups differ in their perceived benefits from involvement in GGA however most 
recognise that the value of GGA to their group really depends upon their own 
initiative for getting involved. 
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2.8 Barriers to group potential 

The following question identified barriers to group achievement.  This is intended to assist 
in further development of GGA by addressing these limitations. 

 

Q16 What are the main barriers to groups achieving their objectives (for on-
ground change)?  

 

Summary comment 

 Time – everyone is busy, there are limitations for growers (who are busy 
farming), 

 Workload on the Committee – arranging information days, trial design, external 
contacts and others, 

 Finance is a limitation to groups.  Knowing about funding opportunities and 
having the capacity to write applications,  

 There is a need for certainty of funding available.  A lot of effort is put in by 
groups for what is now an uncertain situation,   

 Big groups are fine – they have permanent staff but smaller groups need 
support and some direction for their options.  Perhaps some need guidance as 
to options for where they can get to, 

 Coordinators are important (if the group is big enough to have one) – this 
reduces the time demand on farmers.  What opportunities are there for groups 
to share this role? 

 Collating trials – was done by part-time Coordinator but now done by 
Committee members,   

 Lack of a Committee structure,  

 Groups should recognise their own need to self-initiate, 

 There needs to be support for leadership.  Active people are at risk of becoming 
‘burnt out’.  There is a need for group succession planning or they won’t keep 
running.  They need to operate on a mini-business structure,  

 Keeping the group together.  Knowing what members want from the group – 
they leave it up to the committee, they are generally reluctant to make 
suggestions and are reluctant to go on the committee, 

 The group is too small due to the small population of the area – groups are 
struggling to keep a viable size, 

 The area is running out of young people to take up the roles, 

 Maintaining grower interest.  As an indicator, the group now only meets about 
twice a year (previously, it was fortnightly). 

 Distance and the feeling of isolation – our group is located on the outer limits of 
agricultural land so there is only one direction for others to come (people can 
come from all direction if you are centrally located), 
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 Timing of (GGA) events – getting to events when there are major seasonal 
farming activities, 

 Bad years mean that it is hard to do things (e.g. trials),  

 Generation issues – young blokes are not keen to do trials, they just want to get 
on with farming (rather than fiddling about with trials) – it is the older blokes 
that want to try different things, 

 Some older people in the group are resistant to change, they want to stay with 
the old ways and as a result are ‘knockers’ of new ideas.  This can under-mine 
the confidence of those who do want to change, 

 GGA could help with personal issues (e.g. group conflict) when they arise.  

 

Key findings 

1. Time is the major limitation to groups, especially those without employed support.  
The time commitment of Committee members can be a deterrent to group member 
involvement.  Emphasis on time efficiency for group involvement is important to 
ensure members give the group a priority for their time. 

2. Funding limits the capacity of groups who undertake a range of activities (some 
prefer to remain small and casual so finding is not limiting). Consistency of funding 
opportunities to support active groups is important. 

3. Grower dis-interest can be limiting for some groups.  Occasional support to 
maintaining group member interest is required when this occurs. 

4. Support is required to engage younger growers within group processes.    

 

 

 

2.9 Unintended outcomes 

The following question is intended to identify unexpected outcomes or where the project 
has delivered significantly more than was initially expected from it. 

 

Q17 What occurred as a result of investment in GGA that was not expected?  

 

Summary comment 

 “We were staggered by the number of researchers who attended the first 
Forum.  It was full!  There was early energy”  

 GGA has delivered ‘way over’ initial expectations, ‘beyond the wish-list’, 

 Membership has grown beyond expectations, 

 GGA staff work very hard, they are very busy.  This is really impressive, 

 Friendship – initially with GGA staff and this has lead onto other links.  This has 
enabled more direct questioning for things you might not ask strangers (e.g. 
about financial support), 
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 It has engaged with and is providing a support network for NRM groups (that 
were previously supported through publicly funded initiatives), 

 Benefits to research,  

 Developing a cross-state network.   

 Brokering large-scale projects (e.g. Healthy Soils and Grain & Graze) 

 “we are surprised that small groups now have a place in the world – we thought 
we might be left to wither”, 

 (being a small group) there were low expectations in the beginning, but the 
GGA has developed an ability to network with small groups.  It has set up 
foundation links relevant to small groups, 

 Surprised that people would be talking so openly (e.g. at the annual Forum) – 
they are very forthcoming,  

 It has developed a new culture of sharing information, 

 Information – the group initially expected only a small amount of information,   

 GGA coordinators getting in touch with us and coming down to a meeting, 

 A Study Tour to the eastern states.  

 The opportunity to link with another group for own tours (e.g. ‘Younger 
Growers’ of eastern states). 

 There does need to be better development of ‘small’ and ‘large’ group mindsets 
for coordination so that small groups are not over-looked, 

 Probably a bit surprising that groups actually don’t work better together, 

 Nothing unexpected.  

Key findings 

1. Early expectations of GGA varied considerably.  One group found that the 
coordinators getting in touch with us and coming down to a meeting was more than 
they had expected.  Others have been impressed by the way the network has 
expanded more that their initial expectations, 

2. Unexpected outcomes include the new capacity for groups to self-initiate significant 
activities in cooperative with other groups, 

3. The extent of social benefits, including friendship, were unexpected to some. 
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2.10 Importance to industry 

This question addresses the broader scope of a potential future role for GGA within 
agricultural industries of the rural sector. 

 

Q18 How significant do you think the GGA is to future development of the 
rural sector in WA?  
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Summary comment 

 GGA provides the capacity for agricultural industries to take responsibility for 
their own destiny, 

 There is generally a need for a higher level of professionalism in groups to meet 
the challenge of industry independence for information, 

 There is a need for high level alignment within the agricultural industry – GGA 
has potential to provide this industry lead. There is definitely a gap in this area, 
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 There could be a new ‘charter for extension’ driven through GGA by 
arrangement with GRDC, DAFWA and other organisations.  There are 
opportunities for some specialist extension (e.g. for GRDC research).  There is a 
need for a specialist approach to extension.  Some organisations have the 
‘wrong people’ (inadequate skills) in these roles, 

 Where there is no other service provider, GGA has a very significant role.  Both 
State Government and agribusiness is dis-investing in extension roles.  There 
may be future roles for the alliance and groups to connect with other 
organisations (NRM groups, regional Development Commissions, Grain 
industries Association of WA), 

 There will be more information extension gaps to fill over time.  GGA and groups 
could evolve to fill these gaps, perhaps with own staff, new roles and greater 
capacity (i.e. within GGA), 

 It has become imperative for rural industries (because other extensions services 
have been significantly reduced), 

 New extension needs to be a team approach (e.g. linked with agribusiness) with 
co-funding arrangements based on a ‘change model’.  There is an important 
need to build extension more into R&D, 

 There is a need for specialised extension (especially to get GRDC research on 
the ground), 

 DAFWA (previous extension role) has not really worked out how to link with 
GGA – there may be missed opportunities here for agricultural industries, 

 It assists growers through their groups to deal with major issues such as climate 
change and deregulation of grain marketing, 

 There could be supply-chain linkage with GGA operating on behalf of groups to 
develop opportunities (e.g. links with markets).  For example, initiatives for 
ethanol production – GGA could develop linkages between the key interested 
parties, 

 No one else is offering the services that could be offered through GGA (inclusive 
of member groups), 

 There could be many groups across many landscapes,  

 GGA provides a definite role needed within the industry,  

 GGA support groups through change – it provides a bridging function,  

 Not very significant at this stage – it is mostly electronic support, 

 There would be a significant void without GGA,  If GGA were not to continue, 
some smaller groups might wither but most would probably be OK, 

 While it is good, groups would keep going if GGA did not continue to exist, 

 GGA is good for informing people, getting everyone involved, it becomes a 
‘place’ for people to meet.  It is bringing people back together in rural 
communities. 

 

Key findings 
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1. Most respondents considered that the role of GGA was substantial for the future of 
the agricultural industries within the rural sector into the future. 

2. Some respondents observed the potential for GGA to provide leadership meeting a 
perceived gap within the industry. 

3. The potential for groups to increase professional capacity to meet the challenge of 
industry independence for information through GGA is recognised. 

4. The opportunity for clearer extension roles, more substantial extension processes 
and the potential for specialised extension services through GGA are recognised. 

5. There is further potential for effective expansion of the GGA network. 
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3. Conclusion  

The Grower Group Alliance is a project funded through GRDC to support the development 
of more efficient grower groups in broad-acre grain producing or mixed enterprise farming 
areas in Western Australia. 

The expected outcomes of GGA are for effective farmer groups with an improved ability to 
impact on member profitability and sustainability.  This was to be achieved through 
expanded networking capacity and greater involvement in collaborative projects with other 
farmer groups, industry partners and the wider research community. 

Evaluation of GGA has been arranged as the project nears the end of a period of 4 years 
investment.  The intent of the evaluation is to assess the performance of the project to 
date and to indicate the potential effectiveness and direction for further investment in 
GGA. 

The evaluation process commenced by identifying ‘defining characteristics’ of GGA.  The 
processes then addressed five Key Evaluation Questions.  In order to gain a sense of scale 
of importance of GGA, the final question addresses the potential future role for GGA in 
agricultural industries within the rural sector of Western Australia.  Conclusions are 
provided for these questions derived from key findings of review processes. 

 

DEFINING CHARACTERISTCS 

There are many views of what defines GGA held by different groups but the most 
significant characteristic is in developing a new culture for information and knowledge 
extension that is evolving to meet grower needs.   

Functions and activities listed as being effective include the Calender of events, the annual 
Forum, interstate and regional tours, committee support and contact with research 
organisations.  It is the grower-based networking capacity that is distinctive. 

Very few individuals or groups fully appreciated GGA as an ‘alliance’ with their group or 
organisation being an integral part of it.  GGA is viewed by many, but not all, as a service 
provided to them that they could adopt if they wanted it.  The potential of group 
contribution and sharing as a fully developed ‘alliance’ is actually well advanced although 
not well recognised in concept by most member groups. 

    

NETWORK DEVELOPMENT 

KEQ1  To what extent has there been adequate expansion of a network since 2004 that 
allows the exchange of knowledge, ideas and research results between farmer groups, 
industry partners and the wider research community that is attributable to activities of the 
Grower Groups Alliance? 

 

The GGA network size has increase beyond initial expectations – there are now over 45 
member groups.  However, it is the functions of the network that really defines the 
effectiveness for delivery of profitable and sustainable farming system outcomes to 
growers. 

The most significant networking function is information and knowledge sharing between 
groups.  This occurs effectively within most groups however a key role of GGA is the inter-
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group sharing capacity.  This has been achieved at a significant level in a way that is 
attributable to GGA.   

The main deficiency is with smaller groups who are either not aware of what is on offer, or 
consider they have inadequate capacity to become involved.  Further support to smaller 
groups for improved involvement within information and knowledge sharing is needed.  
This may be in the form of pro-actively engaging groups to ensure they are adequately 
informed of the opportunities that exist through active engagement within the alliance.  
There are also suggestions made for a more pro-active approach in collating information 
from groups with increased use of the GGA website. 

Most groups are experienced with modern communication technology and use it 
effectively.  This experience has been gained largely through their own initiative and this is 
not substantially attributable to GGA.  There is however, a potential future role for GGA in 
developing telecasting communication technology to assist groups that are located at 
distance from Perth or a regional centre.  This could partly address a major time limitation 
that affects almost all groups.  

  

PARTICIPATING IN COLLABORATIVE PROJECTS  

KEQ2  To what extent has there been enhanced participation of farmer groups in 
collaborative projects developed between farmer groups, research providers and industry 
since 2004 due to activities of the Grower Group Alliance? 

 

Larger groups with capacity to partner with research or other organisations have been very 
effective in collaboration.  There are smaller groups also collaborating effectively with 
CSIRO and farm consultants.  DAFWA is actively involved with some small and medium-
sized groups, particularly in the Northern Region however other groups consider that 
DAFWA is not adequately available in the way that they might previously have expected. 

Some organisations have adopted a client-focused approach to research however there are 
identified opportunities for improvement by other organisations.  The full potential for 
adoption of this approach through GGA is yet to be yielded.  To be more effective, groups 
need to have clearly identified agricultural systems information needs identified.  This is a 
key role that GGA could adopt.   

While a high level of collaboration with research organisations is suitable for some groups, 
many are seeking support to test their own ideas.  This is an important component of 
practice change adoption and should be supported further through GGA.   

Some groups prefer to just share information between their own members learning from 
member experience.  They are not aiming for new information through research.  Other 
smaller groups consider that they are limited by not having the capacity of a coordinator to 
establish a trail program.  There are suggestions that a more pro-active approach to 
coordinated research or trials between smaller groups provided by GGA would be valuable.  
This would require a dedicated GGA staff member to support smaller groups in this way. 

An important question raised is about roles and responsibility for agricultural information 
extension in Western Australia.  Many consider that the roles are changing and that 
leadership is required for efficient extension pathways into the future.  It is suggested that 
GGA could provide a lead in developing these pathways.   
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GROUP CAPACITY 

KEQ3  To what extent have farmer groups (and their networks) become more efficient and 
effective since 2004 due to activities of the Grower Group Alliance? 

 

GGA has been of significant benefit in developing the efficiency and effectiveness of groups 
particularly through governance and operational procedures.  The benefits provided by 
GGA are probably not fully appreciated by groups as considerable knowledge sharing 
occurs informally between groups (e.g. conversations at the annual Forum).   

The benefits to groups are greatest during formative stages, during change or when a 
group encounters difficulties.  For groups that are well formed or are functioning 
effectively, the benefits of GGA in these functions are not observable. 

Some smaller groups prefer to retain their casual group structure.  Those that do are 
limiting their opportunities to gain from and contribute to the alliance. 

A key area for further assistance that could be provided by GGA is strategic planning for 
smaller groups so that they know at what level they want to operate into the future.  This 
should occur before groups become burdened with administrative procedures they may not 
need. 

Groups with well developed strategic direction or sense of their own purpose tend to adopt 
self-evaluation procedures well.  These need not be onerous.  The benefits are in keeping 
the group relevant to member interests.  GGA could adopt a greater role in developing 
effective group self-evaluation procedures relevant to medium and smaller groups.  

 

‘TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE’ BENEFITS 

KEQ4  To what extent has there been on-ground change as a result of group involvement 
in the GGA network?    

 

Most groups are clearly focused on increased profitability of farming systems through 
improved production.  There are some very effective examples of how this has occurred 
due to GGA initiatives (e.g. cereal grazing practices adopted following an interstate tour). 

Attributing increased farming system profit directly to GGA activities is generally quite 
difficult.  Most groups recognize the role of GGA in contributing to the learning experience 
however the benefits are generally attributed to their own initiatives.   

There are some suggestions that GGA could develop increased capacity for understanding 
complex farming systems and identifying where there could be production benefits.  This 
would require GGA to adopt a more specialized systems management approach. 

While an expected outcome of the GGA project is to contribute toward more sustainable 
farming systems, most groups or organizations have noted that this has not been a lead 
role adopted by GGA.   Quite a few grower groups have evolved from former Landcare or 
catchment groups.  Some are intending to retain some of their former functions however 
most consider they have achieved all that is needed for Landcare and are moving on to 
other interests, or otherwise they are disillusioned and are seeking new directions through 
increased production opportunities. 
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Most groups or organizations recognize the potential to achieve more sustainable systems 
combined with their increased production pursuits.  Sustainability has become implicit to 
most group activities. 

The social benefits are substantial to almost all groups.  Some have been formed primarily 
to keep their local community together.  GGA is recognized for fostering social benefits 
from group activities although most groups attribute social benefits to their own initiatives. 

The social benefits through group networking and regional or interstate tours arranged 
through GGA are considered to be substantial.  

 

FUTURE INVESTMENT 

KEQ5  What does GGA need to do to remain relevant into the future? 

 

Most groups and organisations considered that the relatively small investment in the GGA 
project represents significant value.  Some note the potential for proportionally greater 
benefits through increased investment in the project.  Others note that full benefits will 
accrue over a longer period. 

The main priority for future investment is in maintaining or enhancing group networking 
capacity.  This could be best served by GGA focusing on emerging issues and adopting a 
more pro-active approach in providing information to groups on these issues. 

There is a quite significant need identified for leadership in future agricultural industry 
extension within Western Australia.  GGA could adopt this lead to identify clear and 
effective extension pathways and processes.  Linkage to recognised practice change 
adoption models could be included in further development of group extension methods. 

Most GGA member groups are small.  In most situations, this is probably the best scale for 
the group to be effective.  There is a need for more pro-active support for smaller groups 
to address their key limitations of time available for group activities.  This could be 
undertaken in a way that continues to encourage group independence and their own 
initiatives.  The potential benefits are through linking groups with common interest.  For 
example, this could occur for coordinated demonstration projects or for shared coordinator 
support.   

 

IMPORTANCE OF GGA WITHIN THE RURAL SECTOR 

Almost all groups and organisations recognised the potential for GGA to be a very 
significant organisation within agricultural industries of Western Australia.  It is considered 
to be meeting a previous information and knowledge extension gap. 

The potential benefits from an increased industry role for GGA are identified as being 
increased professional capacity of groups to meet the challenge of industry independence 
for information.  Future development in this would be building on the identified culture 
shift occurring within agricultural industries that is considered to be a defining 
characteristic of GGA. 
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Acronyms  
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M&E Monitoring and evaluation  
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Appendix One Case Studies 

Bodallin Catchment Group 

‘Grower Group Alliance and the 
Bodallin Catchment Group’  

 

 

Bodallin Catchment Group 2009 Field Tour – they start with interest. 

 

 

The Bodallin Catchment Group now 

The Bodallin Catchment Group is relatively small in number – there are 23 members from 
17 farming enterprises in an area of 134,000 ha.  It is located in a low-rainfall grain 
growing area about 60 km east of Merredin in the Eastern Wheatbelt of Western Australia. 

The group is an active member of the Grower Group Alliance.  It has a proud history of a 
wide range of demonstration projects mostly focused on managing natural resources 
within the catchment.  They have tackled salinity, wind erosion, soil structure decline and 
other key issues.  Their revegetation efforts have been huge – they are celebrating their 
One Millionth planting! 

The focus of the group is now on sustainable farming practices with increasing emphasis 
on production.  There were 36 people on a recent bus tour of demonstration sites for no-
till cropping, oil mallees, stubble retention, lime trials and others.  
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In collaboration with CSIRO, the group’s main project is focused on realising yield potential 
under variable conditions based on plant water use efficiency measures.  

The Bodallin Catchment Group is incorporated.  It has a Constitution, defined roles for 
Committee Members and documented Goals and Objectives.  The group has about 3 
meetings each year.   

The meetings and group events are important socially.  The tennis club has closed and 
there are not many other opportunities for the community to get together.  President John 
Butcher notes that “....it is an opportunity for the community to socialise and relax – this is 
good because everyone then comments on what the group is doing”.  

 

‘Original Purpose’ of the group 

The (South) Bodallin Catchment Group first formed in 1995 as a part of the Yilgarn Land 
Conservation District Committee (LCDC) for soil conservation.  This expanded to take a full 
catchment approach to the ‘Bodallin Valley’ about 10 years ago.  The Group is conscious of 
needing to increase membership so it is now open to anyone farming within the Yilgarn or 
Westonia Shires. 

You name it, the group has tried it.  There have been trials for summer cropping 
(sorghum, millet, sunflowers), perennial grasses, salt land management, groundwater 
pumping for salinity control, tramline cropping, liming, revegetation, direct seeding native 
vegetation, mallee fowl protection and others.  Members of the group have travelled within 
the state, over east and overseas with their interest in natural resource management and 
sustainable agriculture.   

The Bodallin Catchment Group has undertaken a range of groundwater management trials 
relevant to salinity control in the area, including summer crops (e.g. sorghum, millet, 
sunflowers) and groundwater pumping into evaporation basins.  While members are still 
interested in traditional Landcare activities, such as protecting remnant vegetation, tree 
cropping and saltland pastures they are now more focused on increased sustainable 
production. 

 

Role of the Grower Group Alliance 

The Bodallin Catchment Group struggled when Landcare funding support ‘dried-up’.  
Merrilyn Temby, Projects Coordinator on the group Committee, notes that “.. we were 
gathered up and nurtured by GGA in those difficult times”.  The group was then able to 
feel like they had purpose, were being recognised and had a role to play.  “We really did 
feel like we were in a network – a part of the ‘big picture’ with GGA support”.  The group 
might have died out if not for this support. 

The Grower Group Alliance links groups to other groups and to researchers.  This is a 
particularly important role for small groups.  John Butcher notes that … ‘we probably never 
would have heard of all that is going on without the GGA’. 

It is important for the group to be ‘on the list’ of leading organisations arranged through 
GGA.  This has provided opportunities for significant projects, including the Westonia 
Ecoscape project and the soil acidity field days organised with the Avon Catchment 
Council.  “If we weren’t on ‘the list’, we would drop off their radar”. 

Being in the Grower Group Alliance has meant that the group is recognised as part of this 
stakeholder group and is included or considered when projects are being organised. This 
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has enabled the group to be included in projects such as the CSIRO project.  “If we weren’t 
in the GGA we wouldn’t have a chance of being included or considered”. 

The Committee has endeavoured to keep on top of their administrative responsibilities but 
this is becoming increasingly difficult.  They want to do the right thing.  The group has no 
paid support – all roles are undertaken by volunteer roles of busy Committee members.  
There are more opportunities for GGA to assist the groups, and other similar small groups, 
to deal with the business of running efficient group processes. 

 

What has driven success? 

The Bodallin Catchment Group has been very active over the years.  The effectiveness of 
the group has been due largely to the Committee members who have very well established 
industry networks.  It has also been due to ‘a lot of hard work’ by the committee 
members.  They spend a lot of time on the phone and faxing!  The Committee works really 
well together…..and they have fun. 

Success is also due to the enthusiasm of the members, whether it is coming to meetings 
where all the major decisions are made, participating in projects, hosting sites at field days 
or attending field days and workshops. The active participation rate is very high with 
almost every farm involved in one way or another. A shift in focus towards sustainable 
production is in response to a shift in member interests. 

The group has built a culture of cooperation over the years.  Members are willing to share 
their information and experiences.  There is a sense of working together and of willingness 
to learn from each other.  Some call this ‘building social capital’.  It is has worked really 
well for Bodallin. 

 

What has limited group development? 

The main barrier to higher group achievement is the reducing number of people in the 
district.  This is partly due to large-scale family corporate farming which has replaced 
about six active catchment group members.   The managers of larger scale farms generally 
do not join in organizations, including the Bodallin Catchment Group despite their best 
efforts to include them. 

This change to the district is having significant impact on the social fabric not only to 
Bodallin, but also Southern Cross and Westonia.   

The group also asks “Why are fairly young people leaving?”  Loss of the school has played 
a part but then there is the lure of better lifestyles and income elsewhere. 

“Lots of our young people have not come home to continue on the farm – in the past, sons 
and daughters with their husband have come back as it has offered an attractive option – 
now it doesn’t.”  

“Farming has been talked down as an industry in this area but I see many young farmers 
elsewhere doing very well”  

For the young ones who have come back, it’s pretty lonely – there is nothing happening 
socially. 

The group has the potential to provide social fabric to the community and attract younger 
folk to return and stay.  GGA could address this more. It is an important part of the 
industry. 
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Where to from here? 

The Committee is aware that having more members would enhance the value of the group 
both by engaging with more leading, innovative farmers and by providing benefits to 
members, especially in attracting researchers and trials into the local area.  They also need 
these changes in order to survive as a group. 

The Committee would also like to target ‘younger blokes’ (men and women) as there are 
currently few who are motivated to be involved in the group.  A survey to find out what 
they are interested in is being considered for a proposed new initiative – “Renewing 
Networks in the Yilgarn”. 

Members are aware that they need to make their own decisions about the size and 
structure of the groups however access to networking with other groups and support in 
making these changes are sought. 

Time is a limiting factor for the group so an increased structure would require an employed 
coordinator role.  This role could be shared with other groups or with the local Shires. 

The Committee would like to move into dealing with more substantial (but localised) 
farming system management issues (as other larger groups are able to do) but are limited 
by group capacity.  GGA could assist by enabling the group to view itself in a larger setting 
and consider how relevant it could be with these more substantial issues.  

 

 

 

Summary Statement 

The Bodallin Catchment group is relatively small, however the Committee knows that it 
can be very effective with GGA support. 

John Butcher is concerned about maintaining member interest. “How do we entice the 
younger ones to become involved?” he wonders.  He considers that building trust at all 
levels of farming generations will better engage younger growers within their industry and 
within their local community.  John is aware that this can be difficult but that GGA could 
provide significant support for this challenge.  

Merrilyn Temby believes that GGA gives the group credibility with others in the area and 
within their own group members “… it makes our group more legitimate in the eyes of 
others – we are seen to have purpose by networking through GGA”.  
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  Bodallin Catchment Group 2009 Field Tour – they end socially!! 
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Northern Agri Group 

 

‘Grower Group Alliance and the 
Northern Agri Group’  

 

 

 

Northern Agri Group members and supporters at their field day 

 

 

The Northern Agri Group now 

The Northern Agri Group is the most northern GGA group – quite close to Kalbarri National 
Park!!  The group area is centered on the town of Binnu, an hour north of Geraldton, and 
covers the Northampton Shire and some adjacent areas.  Properties are in a radius of 35-
40km from Binnu. 

There are 56 farming entities in the group – this represents over a hundred growers.  A 
quarter of members are under 35 years of age! 

The group has been going for only 5 years – it is one of the most recent grower groups to 
form.  It has a very enthusiastic Committee - there is no problem getting committee 
members involved.  Meetings are at the Binnu Golf Club and are quite social. 
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The main project the group is aiming to develop is to host a central National Variety Trial 
(NVT) site.   

Innovative projects the group has undertaken during its short history include: 

 High stocking rate trials on 5 properties over 3 years demonstrating that higher 
stocking rates can be maintained, 

 Treatments for water-repellent soils including claying, rotary spading and 
mouldboard ploughing,  

 Cropping into perennial pastures, and 

 Fertiliser and crop-pasture rotation trials. 

Members also have an interest in carbon capture through perennial pastures and possibly 
the use of ‘Biochar’.  There are plenty of challenges ahead.   

 

‘Original Purpose’ of the group 

While the group aims to develop economically sustainable and efficient farming systems in 
the region, it was actually set up to keep the local community together.  The tennis and 
golf clubs were losing numbers. 

Group Chair Craig Simkin notes that “… 4 farming couples left the district during the recent 
2-year drought.  This is a sign of our declining local population.  We needed to do 
something to keep the community together”.    

New initiative for sustainable farm production is a common interest in the area – it keeps 
the community together. 

The Committee also recognised that these days, growers need to be in a group to get new 
information.  They were aware of benefits to members of the Mingenew-Irwin Group.   

Members were also aware that research and extension was being outsourced by 
government and industry – they reckoned the Northern Agri Group could be well 
positioned to undertake some of these works, especially variety trials. 

Committee member Damien Harris is glad the group was formed when the recent drought 
occurred “….being in the group saved our sanity.  We were able to share information – 
there was a sense of knowing we are all in this together”. 

Properties in this area are of moderate size so a keen interest of group members is in 
keeping existing farms viable through increased production.  They know that increasing 
farm size will be detrimental to lifestyles, families and the community.   

 

Role of the Grower Group Alliance 

The Northern Agri Group has gained significantly from GGA activities.  Craig Simkin went 
of a tour to Victoria returning with ideas about cropping cereals into perennials.  There are 
now trials on sandplain soils and heavier country that are proving to be profitable. 

The group is motivated and able to do its own thing, but Craig Simkin says “..it is good to 
know GGA is there as a backup – there is always someone there if needed”. 

There has been support for the group during recent drought.  There is now better 
understanding of climate variability and how to deal with change.   
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What has driven success? 

The group has good projects that are relevant to the area – that keeps everyone 
interested.  Damien Harris knows that ‘trials in our own back-yard’ are what growers really 
want.  They are very keen to have a National Variety Trial (NVT) site set up within the next 
year or so.    

The Committee is energetic and has the motivation to try new ideas.  It is open-minded 
about issues that it faces and treats all as a learning experience. 

Last season, the group initiated a 4.00pm field walk every fortnight ending at 6.00pm for a 
beer and a chat.  This was well supported as the group was able to track crop progress 
through the season.  These walks were easy to arrange with text-messaging and email.  If 
it had to be arranged by phone or fax, it wouldn’t happen.  

 

What has limited group development? 

The main limitation to the group is time!!  “Life is getting busier so we need to prioritise 
what we do” says Craig Simkin.  Growers in this area are no longer able to employ labour 
so there is limited time for off-farm activities. 

Members have in the past considered that being a member of a group is separate to 
farming but this is now changing and growers recognise that attending a group event is a 
part of running the farm.    

 

Where to from here? 

There has been GGA support for preparing a strategic plan for the group.  As the group is 
relatively young, it was not seeking new direction but it has confirmed its current direction 
and activities. 

The main aims for the future are to: 

 Keep a focus on the local community, 

 Ensure that the group remains viable, 

 Secure long-term National Variety Trials, 

 Develop a better understanding or carbon capture in farming systems (especially 
with perennials). 

 

Damien Harris envisages a time when the Northern Agri Group is involved in grain 
marketing.  He can see the advantages in promoting ‘quality assured’ grain from group 
members and attracting a premium price for it.  This is of particular interest to smaller-
scale grain growers who are maintaining viability without the need to expand farm size. 

Employing a Coordinator seems like a natural progression as the group increases its 
activities.  The Committee wonders if GGA could provide support in arranging this. 
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Summary Statement 

GGA provides a focus for the group.  Craig Simkin sees it as “..a rudder to keep the ship 
on course.  It is a place where we can go to find something out when needed”. 

Damien Harris is pleased that the Northern Agri Group is keeping the community together.  
He reckons that with GGA support, many other groups will also be good for their local 
communities. 
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Facey Group 

 
  

‘GGA in the Facey Group’ Story 
 

The Facey Group now 

The Facey Group is based in the Town of Wickepin although represents growers in 13 
Shires.  There are currently 92 ‘farming entity’ members (about 250 individuals involved) 
– this is more than 10% of all who farm in these local areas.   

Attendance at activities is by family members, managers and employees.  Some are 
regular at all events, others follow specific interests. 

The Facey Group meets member interests by annual member surveys and by evaluating 
each event.  Planning for each activity is adapted to member needs. 

Core group activities include: 

 Field Trials program,  

 Skills Training (e.g. workshops for grain marketing, succession planning), 

 Natural Resource Management (NRM) projects (e.g. for production from 
saltland). 

Most organised events are very well attended (more than 100 members at field days, often 
more than 40 at workshops).  Attendance at evenings for presentation of annual trial 
results (for crops, pastures, NRM issues and others) are exceeding venue capacity.   

The Mission of the Facey Group is ..to bring the community together to work towards 
achieving economic, social and environmental sustainability for the region.  

The group is administered by a Management Committee (11 grower members) and a sub-
committee structure (for Cropping, Sheep/pastures, NRM, Women in Agriculture and 
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Governance).  The group has a strategic plan.  There is currently 2 full-time and one part-
time staff employed. 

Financial support is provided by three major corporate sponsors.  There are 14 sponsors to 
the group in total. 

 

The ‘Original Purpose’ of the group 

The Facey Group was formed in 2001 to meet a need by growers in Wickepin for 
information extension.  The Land Conservation District Committee (LCDC) had dis-
continued and government agency support had diminished.  Growers who were involved in 
earlier LCDC activities were well aware of the benefits of group-based activities and were 
seeking support for a ‘whole of farm’ management approach. 

The group developed with early support from NRM funding through Federal and State 
government initiatives.  Projects included field trials. 

 

Facey Group members at whether shearing for genetic benchmarking. 

 

Role of the Grower Group Alliance 

GGA was particularly helpful through early development of the Facey Group, especially 
with governance and internal management capacity.  This was a period also for early 
development of GGA so there were mutual learning benefits.  There was good response to 
the questions ‘How do we start?’  It provided a ‘hot-line’ for staff support. 

There has been further support with developing a Business Strategy and the capacity for 
engaging corporate sponsors (inspired by the Dockers Football Club methods – a 
significant change in the way the group operated).  This has been only partially effective 
and a stronger ‘business case’ is required to secure longer-term funding for the group.  
The Facey Group considers itself to be a professional and efficient information extension 
organisations and the commercial value of this role needs to be recognised.  

The group has had effective support from GGA in training for corporate governance and 
risk analysis during group development. There was also effective support in preparing 
project and funding applications, and in providing review of draft documents.   



Grower Group Alliance Evaluation Report 

Prepared by Steady State Consulting 71 

Committee members and staff are enthusiastic about the Annual Forum and tours either 
inter-state or to other regions. 

The Facey Group has adopted a ‘farm practice change’ model and is looking to GGA for 
more support in this area.  They are also looking for research initiatives to be more ‘client 
focused’ and for more support with their own extension capacity. 

 

What has driven success? 

The main driver of success for the Facey Group has been for the group to stay relevant to 
members.  Issues change with time and the group needs to remain responsive to these 
changes.  Members complete an evaluation form after each event (there are not drinks 
until they do!).  This enables the Committee and staff to remain responsive to needs, 
including urgent issues such as dry seasons. 

Being responsive to grower needs builds a strong sense of ownership in the group and the 
information generated. 

Group events also substantially help in building local communities.   

The group hosts a variety of events each year that are well attended.  These provide social 
support especially during occasional difficult times.   

Growers consider that membership and the events organised are good value.  The costs 
are low when compared with individual professional advice.  The cost of attending events 
is for catering only. 

The Facey Group also takes pride in having good staff and employment processes.  
Leadership is encourages both for staff and Committee members.     

GGA has contributed to the success of the Facey Group by early support in building 
management and governance capacity.  It continues to provide excellent networking 
capacity and support for staff.  The GGA has effectively provided a framework for the 
group to operate. 

 

What has limited group development? 

The major barrier to progress of the group is inadequate funding.  Each year is a struggle 
to ensure funding for staff and events.  Too much time is required to secure funding. 

Despite best efforts, some functions of the Facey Group are limited by human capacity.  
There is a need for role development for both Committee members and staff to increase 
the range of skills and delivery capacity.  Options for ‘mentoring’ in these roles and in 
employing occasional specialist support are considered.   

Limitations to early group development occurred where growers were wary of group 
involvement.  The Committee and staff recognised that the benefits of group involvement 
needed to be made clear. 

 

Where to from here? 

The Facey Group has previously considered how big it should be.  While cost efficiencies 
are recognised with larger scale operations, the main emphasis for the group is in staying 
relevant to members.   
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The Committee would also like to retain the role of being a ‘corner-stone to extension for 
whole of farm information’ for benefit to members. 

The group is soon to review its Strategic Plan.  This will set future direction for the group 
and identify needs for further GGA support. 

 

At the annual Facey Group ‘Spring Field day’ 

 

 

 

Summary Statement 

GGA provides a framework and support for our group to become self-sufficient - it is like 
having a ‘Head Office’ for us during the early stages.  It has provided a good ‘sounding 
board’ for our ideas and problems. We have become more efficient and avoided making 
some errors.  Tracey (former GGA Coordinator) was amazingly well networked –she was 
always able to put us in contact with the right person for an event. 

 


