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Leadership strategies associated with adoption of Best Management Practices

Introduction
By 1998, the nitrate problem in a major water tributary was a well-documented concern. Nitrates in water have several sources, principal among which is agriculture. The Water Management Province (WMP) reported having the state’s largest area of elevated nitrate concentrations (Hornsby et al., 2002). A focus was placed on discovering opportunities to assist farmers. Therefore, the Local River Partnership (LRP) was created in response to the need for the collaborations between multiple political and private entities (Dedekorkut, 2003).  

The Partnership’s primary goal is to improve water quality by reducing nitrates within the WMP and seek a balance between protecting natural resources and sustaining the region’s agricultural economy (Suwannee River Partnership, n.d.). The main components of the LRP are the Best Management Practice (BMP) and Cost-Share programs. 

An obstacle in dealing with agricultural problems is rooted in farmers’ resistance to traditional one-size-fits-all command-and-control approaches that do not allow flexibility for site-specific application. Farmers view this type of leadership as ineffective and inequitable (Dedekorkut, 2003). It is also their belief that voluntary, proactive participation will achieve results faster and at a higher level (Suwannee River Water Management District, 2003). There is also a significant amount of mistrust of governmental agencies. Farmers believe the government and bureaucracies collaborate to “gang-up” on agriculture production by implementing regulations that result in a loss of profits (Dedekorkut, 2003).  

Farmer adoption of BMPs is the only measure of assurance that water quality will improve (Dedekorkut, 2003). If the Partnership cannot establish high BMP adoption rates, regulatory actions might be the next step and the impacts of these regulations are unknown. The purpose of this research was to discover the leadership strategies used by LRP to reach farmers in the WMP to encourage BMP adoption.  

Framework
The guiding theory for this research was Diffusion of Innovations. The four main elements of the process are the innovation, communication channels, time and the social system (Rogers, 2003). For this research, diffusion will be the process by which BMPs are communicated through communication channels among the three main farmer groups of the WMP. BMPs are the innovation and farmers within the WMP constitute the social system.

Methodology
The participants of the study were key informants. Key informants are knowledgeable individuals that often offer insights and provide detailed information about a group’s past as well as the contemporary happenings (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). The key informants for the study were chosen from the staff contact list on the LRP website.  

A qualitative research approach was selected. Semi-structured interviews were used to obtain information. A panel of experts reviewed the interview guide, the it was pilot tested to enhance confirmability. The purpose of the guide was to provide a framework for interviews to ensure a level of consistency was maintained among participants. Before data was analyzed, interviews were transcribed. The researcher elected to use Weft QDA for assistance in data analysis. Low-inference descriptors, like direct quotations, were used to enhance the credibility.

Findings
Interviews led to three distinct themes.  The key informants believe that leadership and planning led them to current success with BMP adoption. Informants revealed that the two biggest reasons farmers adopt were the level of trust in relationships with farmers and the perceived profitability of BMPs.

Each key informant made at least one comment regarding leadership and/or strategy building. One participant said “the early leader that, I think, was one of the reasons we’ve had success, he just kind of helped set up the approach.” The leadership of the Partnership has also involved influential personalities and decision-makers or change agents, specifically hired to positively influence opinions. The Partnership relies on the progressive farmers group to be opinion leaders and spread information and persuade farmers to favor BMP innovations.  The cost-share program allows progressive farmers to have BMPs and “they in turn tell their neighbors.”

All five of the key informants said that establishing interpersonal relationships with farmers was vital. The Partnership built trust by showing that it understood the farmers’ issues and cared about them.  Three of the five participants used the phrase “one-on-one” when discussing relationship building with farmers.

Participants commented that farmers are “resource driven” and that “profitability is one of the high-ranking decision makers.” Another participant said that “one of the biggest things you need is money and if you don’t have money you don’t have much of a program, it’s very difficult to move people without money and incentives.” Saving and making money creates buy-in.  Whether the savings was communicated and given by LRP leadership or seen through a neighbors operation doesn’t matter, if there is an opportunity to increase savings, farmers want to be included.

Conclusions/Implications
The important aspects of the leadership are its strategies and its integrity in keeping trustworthy relationships.  Research should also focus on the notion of one-on-one relationships in organizational leadership.  It could be argued that the most important aspect of farmer BMP adoption was the Partnership’s deep relationships with their farmers. 

The findings of this study suggest that using Diffusion’s change agents and opinion leaders in the casual social system of agriculture is effective. Further research is needed to confirm or undermine those findings. Additional research should also be performed on other agriculture collaborative organizations that include public and private stakeholders. In the current economic situation, organizations should look outside themselves for collaboration potential. Organizations will be able to accomplish more together than apart by combining and sharing resources.  Extension specifically could benefit from collaborating
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