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Interviewer:
Hi, I’m Will Evans.  Welcome to another episode of Ahead of the Field from NFU Mutual, where, due to the circumstances with Coronavirus, we’re recording this over the phone.


We’re in conversation with Jim McLaren, NFU Mutual’s Chairman, to discuss how Coronavirus is affecting the farming community and what NFU Mutual are doing to help.


Jim, how are you doing in these unprecedented times?

Respondent:
Will, I guess we’re doing reasonably way.  As you say, incredibly uncertain and challenging times on the farm.  And we’re busy on the farm at the moment, as I’m sure every farmer is, where there’s lambing going on and calving, and we’re busy sowing spring barley, in our case, for one of our main crops, and I guess the farm workers are my son, and my other staff are, I suppose, are naturally self-isolating in their tractors and getting on with the day to day work.


But there is a lot of uncertainty, as you say, around what’s happening now.

Interviewer:
Yes.  OK, so before we go any further, perhaps you could give us an introduction to yourself and tell us a bit more about your background.

Respondent:
Thanks, Will.  So we’re farming up in Perthshire in central Scotland.  We’re farming about 1000 acres, or 400 hectares in new money; all arable ground mostly growing winter … spring barley, sorry, for malting, and winter wheat, and we rent out some land for potatoes and peas and carrots on occasion.


We’ve got a herd of pedigree Simmental cattle, so we’re trying to produce bulls for sale and heifers as well, and all very high health status stock, so that’s another side-line to the business.  And we also have our bull fattening operation where we buy in young bulls and fatten them up, and they mostly just go locally to the abattoir in Perth.  We’ve got a mixture of tenanted land and owner occupied land, so we’re very fortunate, and it’s all around the town of Crieff.  
The business is quite diversified and I guess that’s the case with many farming businesses now.  We have our small renewable energy solar panels on shed roofs etc.  But I guess our main diversification at the moment is a local garden centre and visitor centre that we have with other family members just also in the local town.


And that, of course, is affected at the minute with the current shutdown, and the garden centre even, although it’s still doing home deliveries, is closed, and the whole of the rest of that site is closed.  So certainly we’re seeing some challenges and we’re seeing how these challenges are affecting other people in society because of our own diversification being affected similarly.
Interviewer:
Yes.  It’s interesting, isn’t it, because speaking to a lot of farmers, they’re sort of saying the same at the moment.  When you’re actually on the farm and the weather’s been so good, we’ve all been sort of flat out doing tractor work and field work and lambing, and you wouldn’t necessarily be aware of other things, other sort of struggles that businesses are going through.  But lots of people who have got diversified farm businesses are really feeling that at the moment, aren’t they?

Respondent:
They certainly are.  And these diversified income streams have become, you know, a major source of income to many farms, and increasingly so.  So when that is, you know, back or indeed completely stopped it can have a real impact, and, you know, I guess, within reason, the sooner we get everything back up and running, when it’s safe to do so, then the better it’s going to be for us all.
Interviewer:
Mm, absolutely.  So in your other role as Chairman of NFU Mutual, what are you doing there in response to this crisis?

Respondent:
Well just maybe a little bit about how I became to be in that role, too.  So I’ve been on the Board of NFU Mutual for eight years, and I’ve been Chairman just, indeed, since September of 2019, so quite recently into the role of Chair, taking over from Richard Percy, who I sure many of your listeners will be familiar with Richard, who did an excellent job in that Chair role for seven years.


But I was previously President of NFU Scotland, and I’ve been Chairman of Quality Meat Scotland, it was the red meat levy body, still is the red meat levy body in Scotland, and I chaired that for eight years while I was on the Board of NFU Mutual, before taking on the role of Chair.


So that is my only role now.  I chair the Mutual, I’ve no other non-exec activities, so I’m entirely focused on the success of NFU Mutual.

Interviewer:
What a baptism of fire that is for you, then, straight into the role as Chairman of NFU Mutual, and you’ve had Brexit to deal with and then Coronavirus.

Respondent:
Yes, certainly.  It certainly is.  But I guess, you know, NFU Mutual is a fabulous organisation –

Interviewer:
Yes.

Respondent:
– 100 years plus in terms of its age.  And the first thing that was happening, led, of course, by Lindsay Sinclair and the executive team, the first thing that they were doing was ensuring the resilience of the organisation, and making sure it’s there for our members and our customers, and that people see basically no change in the way that their cases and queries and issues are being managed.


So that all involved working from home, and it’s really quite incredible, staff, in excess of 3000 employees, there’s now less than 80 actually in offices, everybody else is working from home.

Interviewer:
Wow.

Respondent:
Including our call centre staff.  And that is a real testimony to the skills of our IT team and our senior management team, to get everybody kitted up with the appropriate equipment and working from home.  That was prior to the lockdown being announced we were in the position, so that was the first thing, to make sure that we’re there for our customers.


But, of course, another big part of our network is the agency network and that’s the key route to our customers, over 300 officers round the whole of the UK, and, again, making sure that those businesses, because they’re all individual businesses in their own right, making sure they were there for our customers is also crucial.  And I know many of them are also working from home and they’ve only got skeleton staff in the office if they have any staff at all.

But the Mutual has also made available, to our regional network of agency officers, a support package of £5 million at the moment to help their cashflow and ensure that their businesses are sustainable over this short-term problem in terms of cashflow.

Interviewer:
Mm, OK.  And what have NFU Mutual done to support its customers at this time?

Respondent:
Well, we were able to announce a support package earlier in the week of £32 million.  The vast majority of that will be in the form of increased covers and we, you know, so of £32 million a part of that is claims we expect to pay out because of the extension to covers.  And these are quite wide ranging.

I guess the headlines would be the inclusion of COVID 19 in our sickness policy.  So if you have a personal accident sickness policy, many other insurers are walking away from COVID 19, whereas we are saying we recognise that this is a real concern for farmers, so we are covering COVID 19 and including that in existing policies, and at renewal, and, indeed, if you take out a new policy with us it has that health and sickness cover, then we’re including it in that as well.

And I think that’s giving farmers some peace of mind that there will be an income stream there to cover if they’re off sick or their staff are off sick.

Interviewer:
Yes.

Respondent:
We’re also again highlighting our uncollected milk cover, and again many in the insurance industry are walking away from uncollected milk covers.  We’re actually promoting it and highlighting the fact that it is there as part of our offer, Will, so dairy farmers, again, who are hugely concerned at the moment about the supply chain issues and the risk of uncollected milk, that is covered in our plan package.  And again we’re promoting that, and we’re expecting to pay out substantial amounts of money on uncollected milk.
Interviewer:
Yes, it’s really traumatic at the moment, isn’t it, seeing dairy farmers having to pour milk down the drain.  I mean it’s, yes, not only is it a worry for their income but it’s also a worry for mental health as well.  I mean that’s, you know, it’s literally seeing their hard work going down the drain, isn’t it?

Respondent:
It is, Will.  And you mentioned mental health and it’s a crucial area and one that’s often overlooked other than by those who are suffering from real mental health challenges.  And again the Mutual recognises that and we’ve done a couple of things there.


We’ve increased the contribution we make to the NFU Mutual Charitable Trust, to £1 million for this year, and that charitable trust will then disperse that money to needy charities, many of them are linked to our farmers and rural economy welfare.  So without listing them all off, they certainly will be applying to the Charitable Trust for additional funding, and the Trust will be in a good position to assist with that.


We’re also boosting our Yellow Wellies campaign that’s linked to the Farm Safety Foundation, and again the mental health aspects of that, Will, and we’ve added a further £50,000 to that charity.  So recognising this is a crucial area and looking to support where we can.

Interviewer:
Yes, because, you know, farmers are isolated at the best of times, aren’t they, but now even more so?  So I think mental health and supporting those kinds of charities’ initiatives is going to be more important than ever over the coming months, isn’t it?
Respondent:
It is.  It is.  And, of course, we can’t forget either the crucial work of the farming unions, and we work very closely with the farming unions and we support them in many ways, and they indeed support NFU Mutual in many ways also, but from a cash perspective we’re continuing to support the farming unions.


I think this year we’ll be donating around £7.5 million to the farming unions to help them carry out the vital role that they play in assisting farmers with all their issues.  We know that the unions are faced with every single challenge and issue that farmers are faced with and it comes to the union’s door.

Interviewer:
Yes, I mean they’ll be playing such a vital role in liaising with government at the moment to keep agriculture and food supply running, won’t they?

Respondent:
They certainly are, and we’re seeing that.  And we’re seeing recognition of the role that farmers are playing in the food chain, again, often overlooked, and we’re seeing also the issue on labour and, again, announcements coming thick and fast from government to try and assist with that, particularly noticing there that furloughed staff now are able to go and take further roles assisting on farms, for example, in picking fruit and vegetables, and, you know, that’s to be encouraged.


Hopefully, people will then appreciate, perhaps, some of the challenges that are happening in the countryside when they go out and get involved.

Interviewer:
Yes, and I think there’s some serious conversations to be had about the food supply chain after all this is over, isn’t there?  But what about farmers who’ve started selling their own produce directly to the public right now?  I know a lot of people have just sort of started doing that, whether it just be a few eggs or whether it be supply chain disruption meaning that they’re starting to look at different avenues of sales.  Have you done anything for those customers?

Respondent:
That’s a great point, Will, and we have, indeed.  And it fits in with that cover extension area that I was describing earlier.  So we’ve extended cover for these farmers who then are directly selling in terms of their liabilities, so we’re covering that, which would normally be an extra point to have in their insurance cover.  So we’re covering them for their public liability.


We’re also, indeed, extending covers on some of our motor policies for people then who end up using their cars for other issues, such as, you know, delivering said fruit and veg to people’s doors etc. or produce, so, you know, that mightn’t be a role that a vehicle might normally be used for and we’re extending cover, at this time, for that as well.
Interviewer:
Yes, because in the sort of stress and business of setting up new systems like that, it might be something that people just don’t think about, isn’t it?

Respondent:
Well, I think it’s highly unlikely indeed that you would think about that.

Interviewer:
Yes.

Respondent:
Except to say, here we are as a business, we’re going to innovate, we’re going to take our produce straight to our customers, put it in the back of the Land Rover and let’s go, without ever giving a thought to, well, actually, are we insured for that?

Interviewer:
Yes.

Respondent:
Well, with your Mutual you will be.

Interviewer:
Mm, so where can farmers go to find out further information about all this, Jim?

Respondent:
Well, one of the best places, Will, is go to the NFU Mutual website.  We’ve got a Coronavirus hub there.  If you look up NFU Mutual Coronavirus you’ll find some frequently asked questions there that people can have a look at.  Also the farming unions are doing some great work there as well, and have got lots of FAQs also on their websites, which is a good place to go and look.


In terms of the mental health side, if you have a look up Yellow Wellies, so Google or use your favourite search engine to look for Yellow Wellies, and you’ll find more information on the mental health side and the general farming safety issues and messages, which are always pertinent, especially at this time of year when people are so busy, available on that website.

Interviewer:
And presumably, over the next few months as this Coronavirus carries on, you’ll be adapting and new policies will be coming out.  So if people keep an eye on the website they’ll be able to find up to date information on that.

Respondent:
That’s exactly right, Will, and we see this package, this £32 million package as an initial step that we’re taking and we may or may not need to do more depending, as you say, on how long this continues and how much deeper, indeed, the crisis gets.


But it’s not only us.  I know you’re involved in some fantastic work as well, Will, with your NFU Education and the Eat Farm Now, and you’ve got a #lockdownlearningcampaign, so can you tell us more about that?

Interviewer:
Yes.  Well, we thought, well I have four little girls, and they’re currently bouncing off the walls; we’re trying to home school them, which is a challenge, as anyone listening will know who have got young children at the moment.  So we thought wouldn’t it be a great opportunity to provide some good farming and food related digital content for them to look at and learn and do activities at home.


And we’ve got some really fantastic videos from farmers.  It really never surprises me, never ceases to amaze me, actually, how good farmers are communicating what they do and how passionate they are about it.

So yes, we’ve got some brilliant stuff on the website, eatfarmnow.com, so anyone listening who has got young children and is struggling to keep them entertained, and want to find out a bit more about what’s going on, on farms around the country right now, that’s the place to go.
So yes, no, it’s great, and we’ve got a lot of things coming over the next few weeks, so yes, watch this space.

Respondent:
Fantastic, Will, great work, well done.

Interviewer:
Yes, thanks, Jim, really, really good to speak to you.  Thanks for letting us know everything that’s going on there at the moment.  And hopefully when Coronavirus is all over I’ll catch up with you then.

Respondent:
OK, I look forward to it.

Interviewer:
Cheers, Jim.


That’s it from this edition of Ahead of the Field.  From me, Will Evans, and everyone at NFU Mutual.  We wish our listeners and the farming community all the best during this difficult time.
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