
     5th International Symposium for Farming Systems Design   7-10 September 2015, Montpellier, France
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

URUGUAY FAMILY FARMING IMPROVEMENT PROJECT 
Virginia Porcile  ±∗1, Raúl Gómez Miller 1, Alfredo Albín 1 & Trevor Jackson 2

1 INIA, National Agriculture Research Institute, Uruguay
2 AgResearch, New Zealand
∗  Speaker
± Corresponding author: vporcile@inia.org.uy

1 Introduction 

While the agricultural sector in Uruguay has achieved a significant growth over the past decade, it has been uneven with 
a large small farmer sector lagging behind.  The Ministry of Livestock, Agriculture and Fisheries (MGAP) estimates 
that 63% of Uruguayan farms are family farms (FF) occupying 15% of the country’s land under agriculture and 
livestock production but productivity is well below national average.  Uruguayan family FF are mainly dedicated to 
beef and sheep production.  The World Bank (2010) considered that “there is considerable scope to improve the long-
term profitability and sustainability of family agriculture by improving management of the natural resource base and 
incorporating technical knowledge alongside increased physical investments”. 
Evidence of significant differences in productivity reflects the existence of important technological gaps between FF 
and large-scale producers being one of the principal causes the limited generation and access to technologies suited to 
address FF needs. The project goal is to improve the profitability and viability of FF without compromising the 
environment, focusing on three major themes: Profitable and resilient farm systems; Productive and persistent forage 
systems and Effective rural networks. With the aim of strengthing relationship between organizations and promote local 
institutions integration as well capacity building, through this combination of themes AgResearch will assist INIA 
(research organization) and Instituto Plan Agropecuario (IPA: extension organization) in farm systems design and 
implementation, development and transfer of new technologies, and extension of appropriate farm business practices for 
the benefit of farming communities. The project period is between 2014 and 2017. 

2 Materials and Methods 

Activities target at three levels: on farm, farmer organizations and national institutions (research, extension and 
government). During project first year, 24 Focus Farms (FF) have been selected following criteria agreed by partners 
involved, either by proposition from local farmers organizations or through regional extension officers. Around each 
FF, a group between 8 to 15 neighbour farmers (including some rural professionals) has been invited to take part of 
discussion groups held every season in the FF promoting “farmer to farmer learning”. Each FF is monitored monthly by 
a Facilitator (Technician) whose main tasks are: the completion of a whole farm system diagnostic (social, productive, 
financial and environmental) in conjunction with the farmer, provide support to Focus farmer to elaborate a Farm 
Business Plan (FBP) for the project period based on long term goals, prepare and facilitate farmer group meetings and 
monitor progress. The methodology is based on the coinnovation approach. 
The project aims to promote implementation of low cost management practices and technologies which will raise beef 
production by 100 kg/ha/yr over the current baseline.  It has also been designed to meet specific, quantified, targets for 
uptake and extension by the end of the project (2017) which include: Farmers implementing and validating technologies 
on MFs (15), Farmers influenced by programme (250), Researchers upskilled for technology development and 
evaluation  (20), Technicians trained  for project implementation (100), Networks formed and trained (5). Technologies 
developed and staff trained within the programme will contribute to INIA and IPA’s ongoing initiatives to develop the 
beef family farming sector and it is anticipated that these advances will be demonstrated on 900 family farms within 
five years of project end (2022).   
In terms on setting up an evironmental baseline and considering 74% of the area occupied by FF is based on native 
pastures, a Native Grasslands Conservation Index (ICP) evaluation will be carried out in the 24 FF at the beginning and 
also at the end of project to identify any changes may occur. In order to identify rural networks, surveys to FF farmers 
and groups will be conducted to set the baseline and discover key influencers, sources of information and also monitor 
farmer behaviour change. 

3 Results – Discussion 

Uruguayan family farms growing beef and sheep have received less attention than their large scale counterparts.  Under 
naturally restricted farming conditions and with limited support, farmers have farmed to minimise risk and losses rather 
than maximise profit.  The end result has been low productivity on the family farms, and low family income.  During 
the last decade the small farm sector has come under government attention for development to both alleviate rural 
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poverty and raise national productivity. Based on this diagnostic, the key problem areas identified for the project to 
focus on are:  
a) Lack of knowledge of productivity and process: little research has been carried out within the small farm sector and
consequently opportunities for advancement and potential problems are poorly understood.  For this reason INIA and 
IPA are working in a Family Farming programme to address technology, social and environmental issues at the farm 
level and the project will align to these. 
b) Low pasture quantity and quality resulting in low animal performance: much of the limited forage available is used
simply to maintain animal body weights rather than contribute to weight gain. Native grassland grazing management 
practices, regeneration of degraded areas and establishment of new, high-producing pastures appears to be options, but 
persistence of new pastures is poor in Uruguay and the reasons remain unclear.  
c) Lack of access to appropriate technologies and technical assistance: there has been a lack of on-farm research and
technological support which, in addition to lack of credit, has limited farmer uptake of appropriate technologies.  In 
addition, technical support for system redesign and adjustment of low cost animal and pasture management practices 
could have a major benefit for small farmers. 
d) Lack of farm management business decision making skills: currently farmers are making business decisions based on
their experience, their needs and the state of the market.  There are a number of implications of which they will be 
unaware. In this aspect, recording and information analysis as a tool for decision making will be a current practice to be 
experienced on MF group meetings. 
e) Limited connected extension activity and integrated knowledge transfer: the World Bank (2010) report noted that
extension services to the family farm sector were limited. However, there is a potentially large source of support 
available if seed suppliers, meat processors, rural lenders, veterinarians, scientists, extension agents, educational 
institutes, and industry organisations, are included. At present this support system is fragmented and disjointed. If 
farmers are to acquire new knowledge and skills through demonstration, training, mentoring, etc., then the knowledge 
of those to whom they turn for support will also need to be appropriate and connected.  The traditional approach of 
simply up skilling individual extension workers to work with farmers will not be sufficient so that we are initiating the 
process of capability integration from different organisations (e.g. SUL, MGAP, rural professionals). 
f) Balancing profit and environmental outcomes: the relationship between the dual outcomes of productivity and
reduced environmental footprint are not well articulated as to date there has been little evidence of local community 
concern about the impact of farming on the environment. A key to increasing productivity will be increasing resource 
efficiency and this will have environmental co- benefits including less nutrient and GHG emissions to water and air, 
persistent and resilient natural grassland biodiversity and efficient use of water. 
With the objective of setting up a baseline, collecting information for on farm decision making and monitoring progress, 
electronic tools have been developed: Integral Farm Management tool (GPI), Feed Budget tool (PPF) and an electronic 
library with national livestock farming research information (Technology Management Guide). During the project these 
tools will be proved by Facilitators and evaluated as resources to be expanded to MGAP nationwide technicians 
responsible for designing and monitoriong government Rural Development programmes focused on Family Farming 
sector.  

4 Conclusions 

After first year of project implementation, the integration of local organizations with same approach towards the family 
farming sector it is recognised as a significant achievement. Also, the complementarities of inter-institutional teams for 
designing, implementing activities, develop tools and review progress strengths the relationship between organizations. 
The interaction and training from New Zealand expertise to Facilitators and counterpart organizations technical staff is 
seen as a major capacity building phase at this stage crucial to promote farmer to farmer learning. There is general 
agreement between the counterparts of the need for aligning the family farming sector approach into the research, 
extension and government policies strategies. The focus, as it is in this project, is to achieve outcomes on farm, and in 
industry. 
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