
Defra and IBM – taking the paperwork 
out of farming

	 Business challenge

	 To improve service quality while 

reducing costs, Defra needed to 

transform the way it works with 

farmers. Increased collaboration, 

knowledge provision and 

information-sharing would improve 

regulatory compliance and reduce 

the administrative burden on 

farmers.

	 Solution

	 IBM helped create a strategic 

plan and technical solution to 

translate Defra’s vision of enhanced 

information-sharing, customer 

service and regulatory compliance 

into reality.

	 Key benefits

•	 Reduced costs – industry savings 

of up to £16.5 million per year by 

2008 and a forecast net present 

value of £93 million over ten years

•	 Increased efficiency – farmers are 

expected to spend around 15% 

less time form filling

•	 Increased regulatory compliance 

for better public protection

•	 Better use of scarce resources 

– Defra will be able to target 

inspection and enforcement 

resources more accurately.

Overview

Transforming government

Established in 2001, the Department 

for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs (Defra) assumed the role of 

the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries 

and Food, along with responsibilities 

for environmental protection, wildlife, 

conservation and animal welfare. 

Like all government departments, 

Defra is under constant pressure to 

improve service quality and cut costs 

by increasing its efficiency. With this 

in mind, Defra selected IBM to help 

develop and implement a seven-

year IT renewal and transformation 

programme and deliver a number of 

major programme initiatives. 

One of the first initiatives was to create 

an online service for farmers and 

growers, with the aim of taking the 

paperwork out of farming. 

“	From the outset, WFA 
was developed around 
the concept of gathering 
information for our own 
use, but also providing 
information back to 
farmers – a two-way 
street if you like.”

– Charles McCall, Programme Manager within 
the Innovation and Better Regulation for 
Farmers Division at Defra
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This service, known as The Whole Farm Approach (WFA), is a mission-critical 

Defra programme that epitomises the three core tenets of transformational 

government: citizen focused, e-enabled and joined up government. WFA is a 

major element of Defra’s Five Year Strategy, and has been identified as one of the 

key delivery channels contributing towards reducing the administrative burden 

from regulation by at least 25% over the next five years.

For farmers, the objectives are to improve customer service to their community, 

provide quality, timely information and enable them to demonstrate good 

practice and benchmark the performance of their business. For Defra and other 

government bodies, the WFA service aims not only to facilitate better information-

sharing, but also to enable an integrated, joined up approach to inspection activity, 

allowing Defra to improve regulation and target inspection and enforcement 

resources more accurately. 

A two-way street

Working in partnership with core Defra, Defra agencies and public bodies, IBM 

developed the strategic vision for the WFA. Innovative techniques generated and 

assessed future options, focusing on areas that would deliver maximum benefit 

to farmers. IBM’s consultancy team contributed to the development of a solid 

business case and analysed the business processes that needed to change. 

The resulting service, WFA, is a new, web-based service which offers farmers a 

single gateway through which to access a range of services, including regulatory 

self-assessment. The portal is available to England’s 130,000 farms. Farmers 

can register and gain access not only to a range of relevant web sites, but also to 

a series of tools, including business benchmarking, agricultural surveys, waste 

exemption applications, and online tracking of cattle movements. 

“From the outset, WFA was developed around the concept of gathering information 

for our own use, but also providing information back to farmers – a two-way street 

if you like,” says Charles McCall, Programme Manager within the Innovation and 

Better Regulation for Farmers Division at Defra. “By providing farmers with clearer 

information, understanding and guidance, we believe we have a much better 

chance of influencing their behaviour and achieving the outcome we want in both 

environmental and regulatory areas.”

Continual user feedback

During its development, IBM and Defra took great care to ensure that the look 

and content reflected farmers’ interests. McCall, says: “The IBM team organised 

a range of events and forum activities for farmers, resulting in a robust base of 

evidence to help us decide how the portal should develop.”

Before going live, a programme of pilots and consultation activities with farmers in 

different regions ensured that the portal reflected their requirements and interests. 

Business benefits	

•	 Reduced costs – industry savings of 
up to £16.5 million per year by 2008 
and a forecast net present value of £93 
million over ten years

•	 Increased efficiency – farmers are 
expected to spend around 15% less 
time form filling

•	 Increased regulatory compliance for 
better public protection

•	 Better use of scarce resources – Defra 
will be able to target inspection 
and enforcement resources more 
accurately.

“	IBM’s ability to match 
industry insight with 
world-class technology 
expertise and genuine 
business innovation is 
key to the foundation 
of our transformational 
programme. More 
importantly from a 
Defra perspective, the 
Whole Farm Approach 
represents a realisation 
of the benefits that can 
be achieved by all when 
we place citizens, in 
this case farmers, at the 
heart of our delivery 
focus.” 

– Chris Chant, Chief Information Officer at Defra
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IBM developed tools to help Defra monitor the WFA as it develops. A balanced 

scorecard measures key indicators of success and tracks the delivery of business 

case benefits. By continually listening to farmers’ needs, the WFA team can assess 

requirements and plan enhancements.

Increasing benefit

There are many immediate benefits to farmers who use the WFA and more will 

accrue as it develops. Farmers can already apply for waste exemption licences 

and can complete their June annual Agricultural Survey online. Farmers are guided 

through the process and the questions are tailored to their individual responses. 

Over ten years, the WFA is forecast to deliver a net present value of £93 million. 

Industry savings could be as much as £16.5 million per year by 2008 thanks to 

reduced administration and operational efficiencies. On average, farmers are 

expected to spend around 15 per cent less time form filling.

Farmers at its heart

The WFA does more than reduce the administrative burden on farmers. It keeps 

them better informed about how to comply with legislation and helps them evaluate 

the strengths and weaknesses of their businesses more easily by giving rapid 

access to a wealth of up-to-date farming information, advice and best practice 

guidance from one access point. 

Farmers and growers have the opportunity to save time, stay informed, 

demonstrate good practice and reduce the necessity for inspection, while Defra 

will have access to new and accurate data that can be used to make better-

informed policy decisions.

Ultimately, the WFA will improve regulatory compliance, providing better public 

and environmental protection. Defra and its partners will be able to target 

inspection and enforcement resources more effectively based on an assessment 

of risk, assisting those farms in most need of support.

“IBM’s ability to match industry insight with world-class technology expertise 

and genuine business innovation is key to the foundation of our transformational 

programme. More importantly from a Defra perspective, the Whole Farm Approach 

represents a realisation of the benefits that can be achieved by all when we place 

citizens, in this case farmers, at the heart of our delivery focus,” concludes Chris 

Chant, Chief Information Officer at Defra.

For more information

Please contact your IBM representative or IBM Business Partner. 
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Transformation at a glance	

To improve service quality while 
reducing costs, Defra needed to 
transform the way it worked with 
farmers. One of the first initiatives was 
to create an online service for farmers 
and growers, with the aim of taking the 
paperwork out of farming. Increased 
collaboration, knowledge provision 
and information sharing would improve 
regulatory compliance and reduce 
the administrative burden on farmers. 
Known as The Whole Farm Approach 
(WFA), the service is a major element of 
Defra’s Five Year Strategy, and has been 
identified as one of the key delivery 
channels contributing towards
reducing the administrative burden from 
regulation by at least 25% over the next
five years.

Key components	

Software

• IBM WebSphere Portal Server

• IBM WebSphere Application Server

• IBM AIX

• IBM Tivoli Systems Management

Servers

 • IBM System p with IBM TotalStorage 
SAN

Services

•	 IBM Global Business Services 
– Application Management Services 
– Strategy and Change 
– Business Dynamics 
– Business Technology Integration

•	 IBM Global Technology Services 
– Worldwide Strategic Outsourcing
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