ACES RURAL BRANCH
Best Practice at Reletting

The ACES Rural Branch agreed at its October 2006 meeting to bring together from across the counties a collection of the best practice ideas on reletting such that individual Authorities could adopt and adapt them for their own use. 

Reletting sits at the heart of the work of the County Farms Services. It is therefore vital that the processes employed are transparent and robust, employing a uniform approach to each applicant against an agreed set of criteria for each opportunity. This should ensure that the Service accepts a high quality candidate onto the Estate who can best deliver the Service’s aims and objectives on the vacant holding, while at the same time developing the tenants own business and future opportunities.

The best practice note is divided into 4 separate areas. Each area has a general note of description, comment and introduction with an appendix that contains the examples drawn, and amalgamated, from different Authorities.

Authorities are encouraged to critically examine their procedures against the best practice guide. Where there are clear anomalies, it is for Authorities to consider if their present practice is in need of adaptation and change.  The Best Practice guide is only a guide; it has no legislative or statutory power, however is based on the experiences of all Authorities and is designed to enable Authorities to defend their reletting process against challenge.

Selection Criteria

The 1970 Agriculture Act with its various amendments sets out the specific guidance on the selection criteria for County Farms holdings. The original criteria are now 35 yrs old and the rural scene has changed quite considerably. Authorities will be developing their own Service aims and objectives, possibly linked with the Sustainable Farming and Food agenda or local/regional initiatives. The pressure on farm incomes has resulted in holdings being let where it is acknowledge that off farm income is vital to the overall business plan, often referred to as “part time “ holdings or “Rural Business Opportunities”. Authorities will need to be clear if the application of the 5 yr fulltime agricultural experience rule is applicable in these situations. Where Authorities are considering wider qualification criteria than the Act, it is vital that the Selection Criteria is clear and transparent and set out in writing.  

The 1970 Act and its guidance note dated the 23 July 1970 mention Authority waiting lists. There is no requirement to maintain a waiting list. Many Authorities have created a mailing list of interested parties who receive notification of all opportunities as they arise. This practice enables Authorities to keep a watching brief on applicants in their area, and develops the first contact point for potential applicants. This is considered to be a positive arrangement. 
The increased legislation on equality, diversity and fairness places further pressures on Authorities to ensure that Selection Criteria are clear and fair. The selection criteria make no reference to age, sex, or disability. Authorities are encouraged to look beyond these physical characteristics and to seek to identify issues of aptitude, experience and commitment, which ensure that the selected applicant has the ability to develop their chosen business plan successfully on the holding. 

Advertising and Viewing Day Procedure

The management of the viewing day, the presentation of the farm, and the discussions with potential applicants is important in ensuring that the applicants are adequately informed in preparing their tender for the holding. 
The Act requires Authorities to advertise in a paper circulating substantially outside of its area at least once in a year when an Authority has a holding to relet.  It is for Authorities to interpret this guidance for themselves. The use of the Farmers Weekly or Farmers Guardian would satisfy this requirement. The Branch encourages the use of the FW as the regular Authority adverts establish the presence of the national County Farms brand.

Authorities will have established their own habits and practices on Viewing Day, these may require review in the light of the notes in the Appendices.

Short listing and Interview
Authorities will recognise their duty to be impartial and fair in their management of the reletting procedure. To ensure that this process can be robustly defended, Authorities are encouraged to establish clear criteria of selection for each holding, such that all applicants can be assessed against the same criteria thus ensuring a transparent process of selection. The written recording of this process by a matrix of criteria and a scoring mechanism is encouraged.

Authorities should refer to their own standing orders in respect of the collection, opening and recording of tenders received. 
Short listed applicants should be visited by a relevant officer to verify the details that have been forwarded by the applicants. This visit could include; the examination of bank statements, assessment of livestock, deadstock and other assets against that stated in the tender, and an inspection of the applicant’s present faming practice to assess the competency and experience of the applicant. The visit should also give the applicant the opportunity to ask question about the interview process and any other relevant issues.

It is not for the Rural Branch to dictate or suggest who within an Authority is appropriate to sit upon a selection panel. However the Branch would encourage that all participants are adequately informed about the role of the County Farms Services at the Authority, has been briefed by the lead officer on the specific issues relating to the reletting and has received some training on how to conduct interviews.

References and Credit Checks      

In addition to the face to face interviews, Authorities are encouraged to take up references provided by the applicant and to carry out a credit rating check on the selected applicant.   
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Appendix 1  
Selection Criteria for Prospective Tenants
1.
The County Council intends that no applicant shall receive less favourable treatment or be disadvantaged by any condition or requirement which cannot be shown to be justifiable.  The County Council’s commitment is to Policies, Procedures and Practices which are non-discriminatory, and this Selection Policy is part of the Council’s work towards equality.

2.
No person shall be selected as a tenant of a County Farm unless he/she shows to the satisfaction of the Council that for a period of not less than five years (whether continuous or not) he/she has been engaged in full-time practical farm work; provided that any period during which a person was attending a full-time course in agriculture at a University, College or other Further Education Establishment shall, up to a maximum of three years, be taken into account. Where holdings are let with an acknowledgement that the holding will not generate a fulltime income, the applicant will need to be able to show that they have sufficient knowledge and experience to develop their business plan.
3.
Where the tenant of a County Farm has died and the Council intend to relet the holding, eligible heirs of the deceased tenant will be granted the opportunity to submit an offer for a tenancy of the holding, provided that they have obtained their principal source of livelihood from their work on the holding over five years immediately preceding the death of the deceased tenant and comply with the stated criteria in all other respects.  For the purpose of this criteria a person is an eligible heir if that person is:-


a)
the partner of the deceased tenant


b)
a brother or sister of the deceased tenant


c)
a child of the deceased tenant


d)
any person treated by the deceased tenant as a child of the family

e)
if the eligible heir is not offered a tenancy at this stage, they will be offered a further opportunity to be considered together with other short listed applicants following the advertisement of the availability of the holding to let.

Where lifetime succession applications are entertained on holdings where tenants took up occupation prior to 29th September 1984, and where existing tenants have attained the statutory age of retirement prevailing at the date of application, the provisions of this Clause will also apply in respect of the eligibility of applicants.

4.
Prospective tenants should be able to demonstrate their fitness, aptitude and commitment to farm the holding.

5.
Prospective tenants should be able to demonstrate that their personal circumstances do not impede their ability to manage the holding.

6.
Prospective tenants will be expected to provided documentary evidence of sufficient working capital to run the holding and, where their own resources are inadequate, will be expected to make their own arrangements to make up any shortfall.

7.
Preference may be given to prospective tenants who are able to show satisfactory evidence of some formal agricultural training.

8.
Preference may be given to applicants who have immediate past experience in the form of agriculture to be practised on the holding.

9.
No undue preference will be given to applicants resident in the County at the date of submission of an application and the Council shall reserve the right to select an applicant irrespective of their present place of residence.

10.
Whilst due regard will be had for the level of rental offers submitted the Council shall reserve the right not to accept the highest or any offer made.

11.
Prospective tenants will be expected to indicate their commitment to progressing from the County Farm system during the currency of their occupation of the holding.

12.
No application will be entertained from applicants who are already in occupation of a holding unless a written commitment is given that their interest in that holding will be surrendered upon taking up occupation of the subject holding.

13.
The Council aims not to discriminate against ex-offenders whose convictions are spent but will not consider applications from person/s with an outstanding court order or debt register against him/her.

14.
Prospective tenants will be expected to make provision for a private pension scheme to assist finance their eventual retirement.
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Advertising and Viewing Day Procedure

Advertising 

Details of the holding to be let could be made available to the following groups;

· Local newspapers
· Non local paper at least once in each year when a farm is available

· Existing County Farms Tenants to encourage progression, amalgamation or retirement ie good estate planning

· Mailing list 

· Young farmers Clubs 

· ACES Website

· Fresh Start Coordinator or similar
Letting particulars

These should be prepared for all new lettings and should cover the following areas;

· Description of the holdings, with plans of the land, buildings and fixed equipment as appropriate

· Details of the tenants fixtures, fittings and improvements

· Details of the services

· Details of the quotas, payments, taxes, contracts in place and other production issues relevant to the holding

· Details of any specific maintenance or occupation costs associated with the holding

· Details of the information required in the tender form the applicants, including personal data, business plan, cash flows etc

· Details of the specific holding selection criteria to be applied by the Interview panel

· Details of the lease terms including rent payment procedures, repair liabilities and end of tenancy arrangements

· Details of when tenders are required, where they should be sent and to whom. 

Viewing Day

The purpose a viewing day is to enable applicants to view the holding and prepare their tenders based on the specific holding. It also provides an opportunity for the Authority to set out in more detail areas covered in the letting particulars and to draw the attention of applicants to specific issues relating to the management of the holding. There will be circumstances where applicants for legitimate reasons are unable to attend a public viewing day. Authorities are encouraged to adopt a clear procedure in these circumstances and to apply it rigorously. Private viewings, without the attendance of officers, are considered unacceptable as they place the applicant at a disadvantage, and place further time pressure on the vacating tenant to act as host and guide.   
Authorities may wish to consider the following issues;

· A single presentation at the commencement of the viewing day at which a nominated person personally welcomes and presents any issues relevant to the letting. This could also include a question and answer session 

· The provision of adequate and safe temporary signage from the nearest main road or public place.

· The provision of adequate and safe parking facilities

· The provision of boot washing facilities with disinfectant

· An organised and efficiently conducted tour of the holding including the dwelling house, farm buildings and yards 
· Availability of appropriate and adequately trained officers to manage the event and to provide answers or direction to applicants and their questions  
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Shortlisting and Interviews

The attached papers set out how the establishment of holding specific criteria could be used to create a matrix scoring chart for use by the short listing and interview panel.
The three examples enable the interview panel to work to broadly the same criteria of selection, and scoring. Example three sets out in detail the context of the interview and was designed for use with a Member panel. 
Example 1

	SHORT-LISTING

	Holding Name/No
	
	
	
	
	Date
	
	

	Applicant
	Readily available capital
Out of 5
	Current  experience / training relevant to the holding and business plan 
	Standard of application
	Practicality of plan
	Likelihood of success and move on. 
	Can go in now and get going. 
	TOTAL


	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Example 2
	INTERVIEW

	Holding Name
	
	
	Date
	

	NAME OF APPLICANT
	
	
	
	

	Relevant farming experience
	
	
	
	

	Adequate finance
	
	
	
	

	Standard of application and clarity of farming plan
	
	
	
	

	Determination/ambition to progress to larger farm
	
	
	
	

	Contribution of family
	
	
	
	

	Ability to deal with panels questions
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	
	
	


Example 3

Reletting of  “Large Holding”
The Tenant Selection Panel is meeting to assist in the short listing and subsequent interview of the short listed candidates.
The holding is the largest and best equipped dairy holding and will therefore be in the full public view. The selected tenant will need to reflect the direction of the Service, be progressive in outlook and intent and be able to present “Large Holding” as a credit to the Service to visitors. 

The Visions and Aims of the County Farms Service set the following objectives for Service: 

· Tenants to develop viable businesses as a sole or main form of employment

· Tenants to be able to accumulate resources for future progression

· Tenants to produce quality products that add value, meet local needs and the demands of customers

· Tenants to be innovative

· Tenants to encouraged to be part of co-operative groups

· Tenants to have the necessary practical and management skills to react to changing circumstances, financial and market circumstances

Shortlisting
· Are they sufficiently financed to establish themselves in the farm?

· Have they got a clear business plan for the farm?

· Have they got  a vision for the future

Additional Questions
· Are they entrepreneurial? Innovative? Co-operative

· Have they got the necessary management skills to react to change?

Interview

· Has the applicant shown a clear understanding of how the farm will be managed taking into account the specific issues on the holding?

· Has the applicant shown a clear understanding of the finances of the holding?

· Has the applicant indicated entrepreneurial ability, innovation and co-operation?

· Has the applicant got a clear progression vision? Will they use the holding as a launch pad?

· Is the applicant a good ambassador for the Service?

Necessary Resources

· 160 to 200 cows 

· Machinery – yard tractor ( loader), field work (basic), total ration feeder ?

· Ingoing valuation funding circa £45,000
· Buildings adjustment – designed for large B&W

Specific issues

· Winter feed for first winter –only 1000 tonnes of silage

· Single Farm Payments – have they got entitlements to bring with them?

· Management regime   - TMR; extended grazing

· Additional land to feed cows all year

· Dwelling house – small; upside down accommodation

	Interview Scoring Matrix

	Holding Name
	Large Farm
	
	Date
	
	

	Score out of 5
	Business Plan
	Future of Industry
	Use of holding as Launch Pad
	Ambassador for CF Service
	Score out of 20

	Applicant 1
	
	
	
	
	

	Applicant 2
	
	
	
	
	

	Applicant 3
	
	
	
	
	

	Applicant 4
	
	
	
	
	


