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 F ixing farm machinery is not 
as simple as it used to be. 
Where once a set of span-
ners, a screwdriver and a pair 

of snub-nosed pliers would do, it’s 
now a high-tech sector that requires 
skills in electronics, software and 
diagnostics.     

That means manufacturers and 
dealers are increasingly reliant on 
getting a steady flow of good agri-
cultural engineering students to 
meet their needs. 

But with a shrinking number 
of colleges offering engineering 
courses, lack of investment and 
soaring machinery costs, the out-
look for ag engineering in the UK 
seems bleak. 

For students who do make it 
into the industry, it is an exciting 
and dynamic place to work. Read 
through the spec of a modern 
tractor and you’d be forgiven for 
thinking it had been designed by a 
Formula One team. 

Features such as GPS autosteer, 
electronic spool valves, power-boost 
technology and stepless transmis-
sions are becoming standard, and 
some high-end tractors now sport 
17 on-board computers. 

The problem is that training 
providers simply cannot keep up 
with the pace of change, meaning 
students are graduating without the 
skills required by tractor manufac-
turers. In fact, the gap has become 
so great that manufacturers have 
had to set up their own apprentice-
ships and training programmes to 
ensure sufficiently skilled labour. 

At the same time, the availability 
of agricultural engineering courses is 
dwindling. Already one of the most 
expensive courses to run, the cost of 

A big skills gap is opening up in the agricultural 
engineering sector, as colleges struggle to invest 
in modern technology. Olivia Cooper reports 

the industry?”
Of course, all the colleges offer 

similar qualifications, on paper at 
least. “But from an employer’s per-
spective, the students’ experience 
will be vastly different according to 
where they have studied. 

“That’s why most manufacturers 
support specific colleges, to raise 
a better technical profile for our 
employment pool. The majority of 
the time we select people from the 
colleges we work with, as they will 

progress through our own training 
programme more quickly.”

New Holland works in a similar 
way, supporting specific colleges 
and running its own apprenticeship 
scheme and in-house training at 
the same time. “If there wasn’t an 
issue with skills, we wouldn’t have 
to run the scheme,” says training 
manager James Fermor. “The new 
technology is quite a challenge for 
youngsters, but if we’re not careful 
to keep abreast of it there will be an 
even greater skills gap.”

In Mr Palmer’s view, there are too 
many small colleges with limited 
student numbers, trying to offer 
a course that they simply cannot 
fund properly. “It is an emotive 
point, but I think the colleges need 
to rationalise further, to justify the 
level of investment required. As 
manufacturers we can’t support 
everybody; we need to be able to 
focus our resources on a limited 
number of sites.”

In a bid to tackle the problem, 
land-based colleges, manufactur-
ers, Lantra and the British Agricul-

tural & Garden Machinery Asso-
ciation have formed Le-Tec, a joint 
organisation that hopes to find a 
common solution to benefit the 
whole industry. “We can only hope 
the discussions prove fruitful,” says 
Mr Palmer.

The Land-based Technician 
Accreditation (LTA) scheme is also 
in place to highlight and bench-
mark professional standards and 
specialised training.

“With high-value equipment you 
need high-value staff who can iden-
tify the problem on site and repair 
it quickly. Using LTA registered 
technicians will improve farmers’ 

prospects when they have a limited 
weather opportunity.”

More than 2,500 people are now 
registered under the scheme, but 
only 47 are qualified to the highest 
level, indicating the training com-
mitment and assessment standards 
required. 

COlleges are Changing, tOO
Even students graduating from 
Harper Adams – the only college 
offering higher education in agri-
cultural engineering (as opposed to 
vocational training) – sometimes 
fail to meet manufacturer’s needs, 
claims Mr Palmer. “Harper students 

are very sought after, because it is 
the only higher education provider 
we can turn to. But even they don’t 
have sufficient technical expertise.”

Following intensive discussion 
with manufacturers, the college 
has agreed to change its course to 
better meet industry requirements, 
and, with the help of sponsorship, 
is taking on three new lecturers to 
focus on mechatronics (electronics, 
hydraulics and control systems). 

“They will be able to inte-
grate precision farming systems, 
ISOBUS, CAN-BUS, and emerg-
ing technology,” says Mr Palmer. 
“We probably won’t see the benefits 
for five years or more, but at least 
they are aware of the problem and 
are seeking to change it. 

“The next major hurdle to be 
faced is when the current lecturing 
staff in colleges come up for retire-
ment, and there won’t be the expe-
rience in the training side to push 
things forward. That will increas-
ingly put the emphasis back to us 
as manufacturers.”

Despite being the only higher 

education department of agricul-
tural engineering in the country, 
Harper Adams still has to rely 
heavily on manufacturer support, 
including funding for two of its new 
lecturers, says professor of engineer-
ing, Simon Blackmore. “There is a 
definite skills gap in the high tech-
nology area, and we are doing a lot 
to close that gap.”

Having spent 10 years working 
outside of the UK, Prof Blackmore 
says there is a marked difference in 
uptake of new technology. “There 
is no doubt that Britain is some 
way behind. Farmers in Germany 
or Denmark are a lot more open 
to new technology than here, so 
there is more support and activity. 
We want to recruit people who can 
teach these skills, but there are not 
many in the UK to draw on.”

However, he is optimistic about 
the future and hopes to set up a 
National Centre for Precision Farm-
ing as well as a field robot event 
similar to the Danish show. “I also 
think we should put on some train-
ing for trainers, to bring all lecturers 
to the same level.” 

The university already works with 
other colleges, accrediting their 
qualifications, and there is scope 
for further collaborative work, such 
as sharing lecturers or equipment, 
he adds. “The whole area needs 
a real shake-up and I am open to 
ideas.”

The colleges
reaseheath
 Graham Higginson, secretary 
of the Association of Lecturers in 
Agricultural Machinery (ALAM), 
and a lecturer at Reaseheath Col-
lege, Cheshire, says continual pro-
fessional development is essential if 
tutors are to keep abreast of indus-
try changes. “I’ve been out of the 
industry for 10 years, and I would 
be no good on modern tractors 

 Approach manufacturers for work 
experience and placements before 
leaving school. 
 After leaving school, join an 
apprenticeship programme and do 
vocational studies at agricultural 
college. 70% of employment 
prospects will be at vocational level.

 For higher education, leading 
into more research & development 
or management roles, apply to 
Harper Adams to study a specialist 
course in agricultural engineering. 
 Manufacturers provide a lot 
of ongoing staff training to keep 
abreast of new technology. 

hOw dO yOu get intO agriCultural engineering? to work for a 
company that is 
producing cutting-
edge technology 
is a thrill, whether 
you are working 
in Formula One or 
agriculture. 
James Fermor, new holland

new technology and tight budgets 
mean many colleges have cut their 
losses and axed their courses. 

Others are operating on a 
shoestring, keeping a couple of 
old tractors to teach the basics 
of farm mechanics. 

Either way, the industry is 
facing a difficult future. Unless 
something changes, say some 
of those in the sector, in a few 
years farmers could have state-
of-the-art equipment standing 
broken in a field because there 
will not be enough qualified engi-
neers to fix it. 

sO what needs tO be dOne? 
John Palmer, training manager at 
Claas, says the whole industry needs 
to work together to find a common 
solution. Most manufacturers have 
already established links with some 
of the larger colleges, loaning them 
machinery and providing training 
days for lecturers. But where does 
that leave the smaller colleges?

“Many can’t access modern 
equipment, and the staff may 
not have the familiarity and con-
fidence with that equipment to 
teach the students effectively,” says 
Mr Palmer. “It is a two-sided prob-
lem – lecturers need to understand 
modern technology and students 
need physical access to it on a regu-
lar basis. 

“Those students who have only 
worked on Massey Ferguson 135s 
and Ford 3000s will be severely 
limited in what they can do in the 
workplace. There will still be work 
for them, but in terms of career 
satis faction and pay prospects, 
would they rather be changing fil-
ters or working at the forefront of 

Who will fix our 
high-tech farm 
machinery?
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because it’s all done on a laptop. We 
only hear about precision applica-
tion through trade magazines or 
shows, so sometimes it would be 
useful to sit in with dealers.”

ALAM organises training days 
with manufacturers, and is working 
with agricultural machinery trade 
body AEA to set up more compre-
hensive seminars. “We also need 
updating on some of the kit you 
put on the back of tractors; it’s not 
just about the tractors.”

Reaseheath has strong links with a 
number of manufacturers, including 
Case, New Holland, Claas and JCB, 
and trains about 65 full-time land-
based engineering students and 125 
apprentices. “We try and do the best 
we can with what we’re given by the 
government – but we couldn’t do it 
without the manufacturers.”

bicton
 Other colleges do manage to get 
by with rather different arrange-
ments. Bicton College in Devon 
employs industry experts to teach 
on a part-time basis, and uses trac-
tors from its own farm, and those of 
local contractors, to provide hands-
on experience. “By using industry 
experts we are sure of being up-to-
date,” says course manager Chris 
Jaworski. “It would be nice for the 
manufacturers to support the col-
leges more, but they have their own 
training schools so there is always 
that conflict.”

duchy College
 Duchy College, Cornwall, has 
tailored its courses to try to give 
students cutting-edge knowledge. 
“We prefer to have students in work 
placements; that way they are work-
ing on up-to-date equipment, which 
we can’t afford at the college,” says 
lecturer Brian Kessell. They also 
mend local farm equipment.

“Farmers supply the parts and 
we fit them for free; everybody is 
happy. But we don’t take anything 

less than 10 years old as I don’t 
want to step on dealers’ toes.”

Local dealers are happy to dem-
onstrate newer equipment to help 
apprentices with their studies, he 
adds. “It’s in their interest to help 
us. But since the recession, everyone 
has been tightening their belts, and 
some manufacturers have pulled 
the plug, leaving some colleges out 
on a limb.” 

brooksby & Melton
 One such college is Brooksby & 
Melton, Leicestershire, which ran 
John Deere’s apprentice programme 
until it was taken in-house last year. 

“We lost quite a few students, but 
have worked hard to get people in 
from smaller franchises instead,” 
says lecturer Phil Spencer. The col-
lege now works with Honda and 
Grimme, and relies on its own farm 
machinery as well as local farm-
ers, contractors and dealerships for 
practical experience. 

Chris Wiltshire, training centre 
manager at John Deere, says the 
firm decided to change its appren-
tice programme to better equip stu-
dents for future employment in its 
dealerships. “Instead of coming out 
of college with the basics of engi-
neering, we give on the job training 

with up-to-date equipment and 
technology; they then have better 
earning potential and customer 
service for our dealerships.”

Although some employees still 
come through the college route, 
the company prefers to use the 
apprenticeship scheme, with Bab-
cock providing training and quali-
fications. “John Deere was fairly 
instrumental in developing links 
with colleges originally, but things 
are changing very rapidly; at the 
end of the day it’s all about getting 
the best people.”

So does this spell the end for agri-
cultural engineering courses? “Col-
leges will have to keep upping their 
game, or other manufacturers may 
do as we have,” says Mr Wiltshire. 
“I think it is important to try to raise 
the profile of agriculture and agri-
cultural engineering; then we can 
attract more people into the indus-
try, which will ensure a brighter 
future for everyone involved.”

However, colleges insist they play 
an important role in the industry. 
“By working on a variety of brands 
our students are flexible enough to 
work on anything; it is dangerous 
to specialise too early on,” says Paul 
Wilson at Humberside’s Bishop 
Burton College. “There is always 
a leak of technical staff as they 
get promoted or move into other 
industries, which makes for a skills 
shortage lower down the ranks. 
If we weren’t actively recruiting 
youngsters there would be an even 
greater shortage – and manufactur-
ers need to be mindful of that.”

❱❱Are you interested in 
agricultural engineering? 

Have you studied it at college? 
What do you think about the 
demise of many courses? Have 
your say at www.fwi.co.uk/
educatingengineers

Askham Bryan College, yorkshire  
www.askham-bryan.ac.uk
Barony College, Dumfriesshire 
www.barony.ac.uk
Bicton College, Devon  
www.bicton.ac.uk
Bishop Burton College, Humberside  
www.bishopburton.ac.uk
Brooksby & Melton College, 
leicestershire  
www.brooksbymelton.ac.uk
Coleg Sir Gâr, Carmarthenshire 
www.colegsirgar.ac.uk
Duchy College, Cornwall  
www.duchy.ac.uk
Easton College, Norfolk  
www.easton-college.ac.uk
Greenmount College, Antrim 
www.cafre.ac.uk
Harper Adams university College, 
Shropshire  
www.harper-adams.ac.uk

Hartpury College, Gloucestershire  
www.hartpury.ac.uk
lackham College,  
Wiltshire  
www.wiltscoll.ac.uk
Myerscough College,  
Merseyside  
www.myerscough.ac.uk
Oatridge College,  
West lothian  
www.oatridge.ac.uk
Otley College, Suffolk  
www.otleycollege.ac.uk
Plumpton College, Sussex  
www.plumpton.ac.uk
Reaseheath College, Cheshire  
www.reaseheath.ac.uk
Tralee College, Kerry  
www.ittralee.ie
Warwickshire College Of Agriculture, 
Warwickshire  
www.warkscol.ac.uk

whiCh COlleges OFFer ag engineering COurses?
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