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				Learning, Innovation and Knowledge


Brief description of the innovations to be visited during the cross visit
in Western Stara Planina
4 – 7 July 2018

1. Linbul farm
The innovation is a combination of introducing new farming systems (beef cows), farming techniques for management of HNV grasslands (rotational grazing) and on-line marketing and sale of the meat.
The farm is situated in Petrohan area at 1400 m and the nearest village (Gintzi) is 8 km away. When creating the farm, the farmers (Sonya and Pavlin) decided to raise free range beef cows in a country and area where the majority of the cows are dairy one and the consumption of veal and beef meat is limited (not traditional). The farm was created in 2010 and the first year they were finishing dairy bulls for slaughter to explore the climate and the grass and their effect on the cows. Their main aim was to create a herd of beef suckler cows by finishing the offsprings. They bought their first 30 Aberdeen Angus cows in the autumn of 2011. Currently they have 63 beef cows and manage 40,5 ha of HNV grassland.  The farmer is applying rotational grazing system and believes that this  makes the cows happier and improves the value of the grassland and the quality of the meat.  They are processing and selling on-line the meat to many customers in the near capital city of Sofia. 
The farm has his own blog (https://petrohan.wordpress.com/) and facebook page where they also share their  active position on  the continuous changes in Bulgarian legal acts and procedures that have negative impact on the HNV grasslands systems.
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For Bulgaria living and working in a farm outside the settlement is an innovation. The farmer believes that it is innovation for Europe to rear young beef fed only by grass without corn. The farmers think that they succeeded to motivate other young families to try their lifestyle and way of farming.
The main initiator of the innovation were the farmers themselves that decided to lease municipal grasslands and to rear beef cows. Currently they are managing their farm alone. All of the grasslands that they manage are in Natura 2000. The farmer was one of the first participants in the Agri-environmental scheme for maintenance of HNV grasslands.  He suffered from the improper functioning of the LPIS system and the implementation of the famous eligibility rule of  ’50 trees and bushes per ha’. 
One of the enabling factors for the innovation was the marketing of the meat. Before starting with the direct sales in 2013 they started to promote the beef meat together with chefs, bloggers and magazines. They were trying to convince the people that the beef meat is cock-able and eatable. At that time only dairy breeds meat was offered on Bulgarian market and the consumers were convinced that this meat is not good for cooking and eating.
Another problem was the lack of trained butchers in the processing industry, knowing how to prepare steaks form the meat. The farmers were the first one on the Bulgarian market that produced and offered aged meat.  Each year they are training one butcher. They are also one of the few ones in Europe that produce 100% grass fed Angus beef.
One of the key lessons that can be drawn from this innovation is that the farmers’ commitment, skills and personal belief are crucial for maintaining a HNV farm and farming systems. Pavlin really works in harmony with the nature and does not save his efforts to change the existing legal framework toward nature friendly grazing practices.
Education and knowledge sharing is a key factor and driving force for the innovation described above. Pavlin and his family invest and continuously improve their knowledge about the HNV farming, marketing and cooking. They are open minded and participate in projects with researchers, they take part in different field visits and discussions with farmers. They are not afraid to share this knowledge and to educate the others along the food chain – even consumers, chefs, butchers and local farmers with different opinion. Their efforts contribute to change   the society perception of farming and farmers toward more respect and appreciation.

2. ‘Food from the mountain’ association
The association of farmers and small business operators from West Stara planina mountain region named « Food from the mountain » was established in 2016. The association has 9 founding members with the following profiles: 
· Farmer, raising Replyana sheep (local breed in the list of breeds supported as rare breeds), managing HNV pastures under agri-environment measures and producing sheep cheese and yogurt,  lamb and sheep meat; the sheep are grazing in the fields from April until December;
· Farmer raising cows in HNV grasslands area; extensive grazing; forthcoming production of hard cheese, cream and butter;
· Farmer raising goats, extensive grazing, HNV pastures management; production of pressed cheese caciota type and white Bulgarian cheese;
· Farmer raising sheep and cows – extensive grazing; production of cheese and yogurt;
· Farmer raising cows extensively; production of several types of kashkaval;
· Goat farmer; extensive grazing; production of pressed goat cheese French style;
· Honey producer – in transition for organic honey;
· Producer of jams and marmalades from forest fruits; 
· Wine producer; small quantities wine from own vineyards in the region;
The association is aiming to promote the region as an area of alternative tourism offering clean food, traditional products, food tasting, wine tasting, guided tours, etc. The association also aims to preserve natural resources such as natural grasslands, pastures, wild berries and other wild fruit habitats, because their businesses depend on the availability of these resources and their sustainable management. The association also aims to organize learning networks among farmers, training courses, development and production of new products, facilitating new farmers to add value to their primary products, common marketing of goods and access to new markets. The association is in the process of establishing a «food and wine » trail linking farms, wineries, small shops and restaurants offering authentic local food. 
Currently the members of the association participate together in weekly farmers’ market in Sofia, national fairs and events this participation from individual became participation of the association – one or two farmers travel to the destination and sell the products of all farmers. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mutual trust and knowledge of each others’ products, production capacity and attitude towards quality have been essential for the association to happen. Each member is proud of what he produces, stands behind his product and does not compromise with hygiene and quality of production.
Unifying factors have been : 
· Similar size of business;
· Similar attitude towards nature, good farming practices , good production practices;
· Same level of understanding what is a good quality product;
· To be proud of what they do and stand behind their product;
· Professional attitude towards their work;
· Cooperative, supportive and helping people.
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3. Mobile advisory teams  (MAT) (will be presented)
The MAT were set up and function under the BSPB GEF project „Conservation of globally important biodiversity in high nature-value semi-natural grasslands through support for the traditional local economy” 2007-2011. Two MAT were created and function in two pilot regions  - Ponor SPA  and Bessaparski hills SPA. More than 200 farmers were consulted. 83 projects were approved to participate in the HNV pilot grant scheme developed by the project team.
The innovation of setting up MAT is a response to the farmers’ needs for adequate and on-time advices, information and consultation in HNV areas (on biodiversity conservation and links between farming activities and nature conservation, funding opportunities, etc.) without additional expenses to visit services usually provided in the municipality/district centers.
MAT were set up mainly to consult farmers on the following issues: new knowledge and skills for HNV farming practices; funding opportunities; preparation of business plans; compliance  with the EU standards in the dairy sector (good hygiene practices; production practices, storage and use of manure; good agricultural practices, etc.); marketing activities (direct sales; advises on design and standardization of the jars’ shape and labelling; linking farmers and consumers,  organization of  joint visits at fairs and exhibitions, etc.).
"Face-to-face“ contact and advices are required to effectively engage farmers and local authorities in conservation of HNV farming systems;
HNV mobile advisory teams have proved to be an efficient and respected partner both for the farmers and the regional Ministry of agriculture  and Paying agency  services and could an important part of the delivery mechanism of the future agri-environmental schemes.
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4. Zanojene  sheep farm
The farm  is situated in Zanojene, near Varshets. It is a traditional family farm with 150 dairy sheep – Replyana and Karakachan breed. The farmer is managing 30 ha (common)  municipal pasture and meadows. They are selling their products (lambs and cheese) directly to final customers in Varshets.
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The interesting thing for the farm is that they are using the traditional common grazing of the sheep in the so called common herds “bilutzi”. Several sheep herds are grazed together by 1 shepherd. 
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