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[bookmark: _Toc233003543]Introduction
The Environmental Farm Plan for Irrigated Land use (The Farm Plan) was developed by The Ritso Society Inc, a farming and community group in central Canterbury.  The aim of the project[footnoteRef:2] was to develop a realistic, practical approach that could be used by community irrigation schemes to address the environmental issues associated with irrigation management, especially on farms. [2:  “Irrigation Scheme Sustainability Code” Sustainable Farming Fund (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry) Grant 05/117 to The Ritso Society Inc. (www.ritso.org.nz). ] 


As new irrigation schemes are developed and land use intensifies, farmers increasingly find themselves farming under the watchful eye of a concerned community and a demanding market place. In order to substantiate `green' claims and alleviate community concerns, farmers will have to be able to demonstrate that their farming practices meet the basic principles of sustainable farming. These include:- minimal leakage of water and nutrients, negligible erosion, no persistent toxicities, control of pests, diseases and weeds, and retention of biodiversity.

To make sure that ‘best practice’ environmental management is part of the normal farming business on all the farms in the scheme, the irrigation scheme operator requires each water user to prepare and implement an environmental farm plan relating to the irrigated land use on their property. This plan must be in accordance with the scheme operator’s own environmental management policies and plan. . 

A critical step in the  Farm Plan process is the external audit. The requirements and conditions surrounding the external audit are set out within the Scheme Sustainability Protocol. These requirements may vary from scheme to scheme. An example of the type of requirements that could be expected is set out below.

“Farm plan performance will be audited by an independent assessor. For the first two years of receiving Scheme water, each farm plan will be audited annually.  After that time, each plan will be independently audited at least once every 5 years. A programme of incentives will be developed, and those achieving full compliance will have longer periods between audits than those who do not. Following each independent audit, the water user will receive an audit report and will be required to remedy any problems that are identified.”

Farm plan auditing provides surety that the appropriate systems are in place to manage the environmental risks associated with irrigated land use. It also adds credibility to the farm planning process. 

This manual[footnoteRef:3] sets out a step by step procedure, as a guide for those involved in auditing farm plans developed by irrigation scheme participants using the Ritso Society model. The manual provides guidance on planning an audit as well as the on-farm audit itself. It also provides guidance on some of the essential skills that the auditor will need in order to effectively audit the farm plans.  [3:  This manual is based on material prepared for the North Otago Sustainable Land Management Group by Richard Bradley from SGS Ltd.

] 


[bookmark: _Toc233003544]
The Farm Plan
The Environmental Farm Plan for Irrigated Land Use (Farm Plan) follows an environmental management system (EMS) approach. The EMS approach used is based on the identification of the environmental risks associated with different land use activities and the setting in place of appropriate risk management measures. The Farm Plan covers a number of management areas including:

· Irrigation management
· Soils management
· Nutrient management
· Collected animal effluent management 
· Biodiversity & ecosystem management
· Waterway and riparian management 

The approach taken for each management area follows a specified format. The management goal sets out what is to be achieved in that management area. There are a number of objectives, each with specific targets for each management area. The objectives and targets are stipulated by the irrigation company and must be achieved. The best management practices describe how the objectives will be achieved. They are a statement of ‘best practice’ at the time the plan is prepared. These practices should be adhered to unless management experience or new research shows that there are better options. For each of the management areas, the expectation is that the farmer will monitor and record progress towards meeting the objectives and targets, and implementing the best practices.
[bookmark: _Toc233003545]Planning an audit
[bookmark: _Toc233003546]Farm plan review
Prior to audit, the auditor should familiarise themselves with the Farm Plan template which includes the scheme objectives and targets. The auditor should also be familiar with the best management practices as listed within the template, and how these practices contribute to the achievement of the objectives and targets. Farmers within the irrigation scheme area are encouraged to personalise the listed best management practices so that they accurately reflect what happens on their property. 

As an auditor, you are not required to judge whether a particular plan is technically feasible or not. The Scheme Sustainability Protocol includes a Farm Plan approval process. This means that from an audit perspective, all the auditor should be doing is confirming whether or not the objectives and targets as listed within the plan have been achieved. However, as an auditor it is useful to have at least a general understanding of what is regarded as ‘best practice.’ This is important when it comes to assessing the evidence presented to verify that the objectives and targets have been met. 

Prior to visiting a property for audit, the auditor should thoroughly review the Farm Plan for the property and highlight any areas that may need to be followed up.
[bookmark: _Toc233003547]Sampling
An auditor’s main task is to verify whether or not the objectives and targets as set out within the Farm Plan have been met. Simply because of time constraints, you cannot examine all the records, data, and evidence put forward for each objective within the Farm Plan. It is also not necessary. If you do not find any problems in the areas that you do sample, then you can reasonably assume that you there are no problems in the areas not sampled. 

An audit is based on sampling sufficient examples in detail to be able to establish, with confidence, the degree of compliance or non- compliance demonstrated in the particular area of interest which is under review. 

Some basic guides to sampling include:

i. The depth of sampling must be consistent with the significance of the objectives and targets under review. (i.e. Spend more time on the significant aspects of operation rather than the less significant ones.)

ii. The depth of sampling must be consistent with the results of previous audits. (i.e. If problems have been evident in previous audits in a particular area of activity then this area should be included in the sample)

iii. If the property has been judged to have breached regional and/or district council permitted activity, or resource consent conditions in one or more activity areas, then the next audit of that activity must sample the records of operation more intensively than before.

iv. The depth of sampling should be directly proportional to the degree of training and understanding demonstrated by the personnel responsible for the operation. If the personnel, when questioned by the auditor, either do not know, or directly contradict what is set out in the Farm Plan then the auditor should sample the records of the operation more intensively than otherwise.

There are no sampling plans, no statistical methods suitable for use in auditing the Farm Plans. The depth of sampling has to be left to the subjective judgment of the auditor. However, as a simple guide you should sample all objectives which are ranked as highly significant and at least one other objective in each of the management areas as set out within the Farm Plan.

Some examples
The following examples are taken from the dairy Farm Plan template.

Example 1: Irrigation management Objective 3: 
To ensure all key staff members are fully trained in the operation & maintenance of those aspects of the irrigation for which they are responsible. 

Considerations
If several staff are involved in the operation and maintenance of the irrigation system then there is a higher risk of system failure than if only one or two people are involved. Also, the probability of failure is higher under a sprinkler system that needs to be shifted manually everyday than under an automated centre pivot system. 

Sampling
It is likely that the objective used as example 1 above would be picked for audit if many staff were involved in the operation and maintenance of the system, particularly a sprinkler system.

Example2: Soils management Objective2:
To optimize soil structure and soil biological activity

Considerations
Loessial based soils are more prone to soil compaction than stoney soils. Paddocks used for the wintering of stock, (particularly those on loessial soils), are particularly susceptible to soil compaction.

Sampling
It is likely that the objective used as example 2 above would be picked for audit if the farm was located on loessial soils as against stoney soils.

Example 3: Nutrient management Objective 3:
To minimise phosphate run-off losses to surface water through careful fertiliser management.

Considerations
The risk of run-off of phosphate to surface water will be highest when there are many waterways (streams and creeks and drains) on the property, and where there are little or no buffer zones next to the waterways.

Sampling
It is likely that the objective used as example 3 above would be picked for audit if the farm had many waterways. 
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The farm audit checklist
The farm audit checklist is there to guide the auditor to the key areas of interest that require review and assessment. An example checklist is provided in Appendix 1. The checklist provides guidance for the auditor prompting them to consider the objectives and targets in relation to the site factors, external compliance history, and previous audit history. These considerations provide the auditor with a guide to the extent of sampling required to establish a level of confidence (good or bad) in the operation involved. 
[bookmark: _Toc233003549]Timing
Depending on the size of a property and the complexity of operations, an audit will generally take from two-three hours. This should be sufficient time for the auditor to introduce the audit process, inspect the property and review the records 

The best time of the year to undertake the audit is during the peak of the irrigation season. This allows the auditor to identify any issues that can be attributed to the operation of the irrigation systems. 

[bookmark: _Toc233003550]On-farm audit
[bookmark: _Toc233003551]What is compliance? 
The criteria for compliance are set out within the irrigation schemes, Sustainability Protocol. For the purposes of the Ritso Society Farm Plan for Irrigated Land Use, full compliance means:

1. That all the objectives and targets sampled have been achieved. or
2. The majority of the objectives and targets sampled have been achieved. For those objectives and targets not achieved, appropriate corrective actions have been put in place. and / or
3. The majority of the objectives and targets sampled have been achieved. In this case the objectives and targets not achieved represent a future action.

In order to meet the desired standard of environmental management as required under the scheme Sustainability Protocol, at least one of the three criteria as listed above must be judged to have been met.

It is not the auditor’s job to judge the technical soundness or completeness of the Farm Plan. All Farm Plans within a scheme area have to go through an approval procedure and should contain the following approval certificate on the front page of the plan.

Technical approval
I have considered this plan and believe it to be:

1. Technically sound and feasible				Yes	No
2. Addressing the cause of the environmental issue		Yes	No
3. Having a good chance of success			Yes	No

Comments:

Name: (Please print)

Signature:				(for the Best Water Irrigation Scheme Company)

Date:		/	/	

If, as a result of the audit, the auditor has concerns about the technical feasibility of the Farm Plan or that the plan is not addressing the cause of the environmental issues, then these concerns should be noted and recorded in the Farm Audit report. However, if there is sufficient evidence to verify that the objective and targets under consideration have been met, then these concerns should not be used as a basis for non-compliance.
[bookmark: _Toc233003552]Objective Evidence
Having planned an audit, the auditor now faces one of the most difficult actions required of them, the actual on-farm audit. The auditor is required to assess:

· the completeness and consistency of implementation of the Farm Plan;
· the effectiveness of the implementation in ensuring control of environmental operations;
· the effectiveness of the system in supporting achievement of the objectives and targets.

An auditor bases all of their activities on Objective Evidence. An auditor cannot use subjective opinion and "here-say" as the basis of their conclusions.

Objective Evidence is:

· records, data, reports;
· actual practice observed during the audit; 
· stated practice.

Objective evidence should be completely examined, It should never be accepted on "face value" alone. An auditor should review the evidence to ensure that the records, data, reports that are presented do demonstrate that the objectives and targets under investigation have been met. 

When assessing evidence to answer the question, have the objectives and targets been met, the auditor needs to be asking him or herself.

· What is the evidence demonstrating?
· Where is the evidence leading?
· What story does the evidence tell?
· Is the evidence complete and is it accurate?
· Is non-compliance indicated and if so, have appropriate corrective actions been put in place?

The auditor should also test the level of understanding of the personnel involved in implementing the various aspects of the Farm Plan. For example:

· Are they familiar with the environmental "focus" of their work?
· Do they know their responsibility and authority?
· Do they know what to do in incident/accident/emergency situations?

The auditor is there to collect and record objective evidence of the good, not just the bad. To justify his or her conclusions as to whether the objectives and targets have been met, the auditor must be able to demonstrate how the evidence provided leads to these conclusions. 

Details of progress made for each objective under review, and all evidence provided, should be recorded in the property report. This information will form the basis of the final recommendation on whether or not the required standard of environmental management has been met.

[bookmark: _Toc233003553]Questioning and Communication
The auditor will be meeting with and interviewing farm staff in a role that is different from their normal operational function. 

During an audit, the auditor has to gather objective evidence that demonstrates whether or not the objectives and targets as set out within the Farm Plan have been met. The auditor could, walk around in total isolation, looking at records, observing work, making notes but this would never give the ability to understand the degree of effectiveness of, and commitment to, the system.

Management system audits depend upon people demonstrating their knowledge and implementation of the requirements.

One of the guides to how evidence must be examined by an auditor is their understanding of the farm staff's familiarity with the Farm Plan. If the auditor has prepared properly, by reviewing the plan, they know what should be happening before they enter the property. 

The auditor's task is to find out:

· Is it happening?
· Is it understood?
· Is it effective?

To do this, the auditor must ask questions and must communicate with farm staff.

Simply asking the question: "Do you do this test every week? " because that is what the listed best management practice says should happen will usually give the response of: "Yes" (or "No").

It does not allow the auditor to assess the staff member's understanding of what they are supposed to do, because the question itself suggests that the answer should be "Yes". It does not allow the auditor to assess the method of work used for the test because the auditor has not "prompted" the operator to discuss it further. A staff member may be able to provide all the right documentation but if they don’t understand why they are following a particular course of action, then the risk of failure is high.

Asking the question:

"Can you show me how you check that the effluent pond is OK?" It encourages the staff member to "walk" the auditor through every step of the operation and allows the auditor to verify:

· Does the operator understand the best management practice? 
· Are the best practices as listed in the plan the same as the actual practice? 
· Is the operation effective?

Further, supplemental questions or comments may help clarify the situation.

For example:
· "How often do you do this?"
· "Can you show me the record of the results?" 
· "How do you know if the results are OK?"
· "What do you do if there is a problem?"

Using this approach the auditor can quickly establish the adequacy and accuracy of the evidence provided. It will also help establish if appropriate actions have been taken in the case where an objective and target have not been met. 

An auditor has to be able to make those that they are interviewing relax, as much as possible. Simply asking question after question is, probably, the least efficient way of auditing. It is far better for the auditor to communicate with those they are interviewing in such a way that the auditor can simply stand back and listen, with occasional prompts, where necessary.

The ability to communicate is one of the essential skills of a good auditor. It is not just words, it is being a good listener, showing interest in what is being said, or shown; knowing what to say and when to say it; and respecting feeling and sensitivities.

The sign of a good auditor is someone who can make the minimum amount of noise and extract the maximum amount of information.
[bookmark: _Toc233003554]The audit report
When the auditor has finished the audit, he or she should take a few minutes to think about what they have found. Has sufficient information been collected to make an informed decision? The auditor’s decisions must be based on objective evidence. If the evidence hasn’t been provided or the records are incomplete, then the auditor is not in a position to grant a fully compliant rating or state that the plan meets the necessary standard of environmental management. 

The auditor should prepare a separate audit report for each property audited. A sample audit report is attached in Appendix 2. A draft of the report should be completed while on farm and discussed with the farmer before leaving the property. It is a good idea to highlight both the areas of good performance and the areas of non-compliance. The auditor needs to ensure that the farmer understands the reasons for any non-compliant ratings that have been given. 

Before sending out the final reports to farmers within the scheme area, a check for consistency between properties, in the standards applied should be made. Farmer’s should receive their final report within a reasonable period, (no longer than two weeks following the audit), while the audit is still fresh in their mind. 

In addition to the individual property reports the auditor will probably be required to prepare a summary report for the irrigation company. The company will stipulate what they require in this report but it is likely to include:

i. An outline of the audit process used.
ii. A summary showing compliance in each of the management areas covered by the farm plans.
iii. A summary showing the number of properties that are judged to have met the desired standard of environmental management.
iv. Key issues identified during the audit.
v. Recommendations for future audits.

The summary report should not identify, unless specifically required to, the results of individual property audits.

[bookmark: _Toc233003555]Summary
The audit is a critical step in the farm planning process. The audit enhances the credibility of the planning process, and also helps assure external parties that the on-farm environmental risks associated with irrigated land use, are being effectively managed. 

The audit itself requires careful planning on the part of the auditor, and a good understanding of the purpose of the farm plans. The auditor does not need to be a technical expert on all aspects covered in the Farm Plan, but it is useful if he or she has at least a general understanding of what is regarded as best practice.

An auditor’s main task is to verify whether or not the objectives and targets as set out within the Farm Plan have been met. Simply because of time constraints, the auditor cannot examine all the records, data, and evidence put forward for each objective within the Farm Plan. An audit is based on sampling sufficient examples in detail to be able to establish, with confidence, the degree of compliance or non- compliance demonstrated in the particular area of interest which is under review. 

On farm, the auditor must base all their decisions on objective evidence. An auditor cannot use subjective opinion and here-say as the basis of their conclusions.  When assessing evidence to answer the question, have the objectives and targets been met, the auditor needs to be asking him or herself.

· What is the evidence demonstrating?
· Where is the evidence leading?
· What story does the evidence tell?
· Is the evidence complete and is it accurate?
· Is non-compliance indicated and if so, have appropriate corrective actions been put in place?

The auditor should also test the level of understanding of the personnel involved in implementing the various aspects of the Farm Plan. 

Details of progress made for each objective under review, and all evidence provided, should be recorded in the property report. This information will form the basis of the final recommendation on whether or not the required standard[footnoteRef:4] of environmental management has been met. [4:  Required standard of environmental management – no non-compliant ratings received.] 


In order to meet the desired standard of environmental management at least one of the three criteria as listed below must be judged to have been met.

1. That all the objectives and targets sampled have been achieved. or
2. The majority of the objectives and targets sampled have been achieved. For those objectives and targets not achieved, appropriate corrective actions have been put in place. and / or
3. The majority of the objectives and targets sampled have been achieved. In this case the objectives and targets not achieved represent a future action.

The ability to communicate is one of the essential skills of a good auditor. It is not just words, it is being a good listener, showing interest in what is being said, or shown; knowing what to say and when to say it; and respecting feeling and sensitivities. The sign of a good auditor is someone who can make the minimum amount of noise and extract the maximum amount of information. It is this information that will provide the auditor with the level of confidence that they are making the right decisions.
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[bookmark: _Toc233003556]Appendix 1: Audit checklist
	Farm name
	Farmer name

	Address
	

	Phone number:
	Fax number
	Cell phone number

	E-mail address
	

	Farm type
	Effective farm area
	Area under irrigation:



Has the plan been approved? 	Yes	No

Dates of previous audits? 

	Objectives to be audited
	Objective significance
	Site factor considerations
	External compliance history considerations
	Previous audit history considerations
	Other comments
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Best Water Irrigation Scheme Ltd
2009 Farm Plan Audit Report
































Property name: 
Property owner: 
Person responsible for plan implementation: 

Date of audit: 


Management area: 
Note: A separate sheet should be used for each management area. 
	Objectives
	Targets
	Progress made
	FCom[footnoteRef:5] [5:  FCom – Fully compliant; CoCA – Compliant with corrective actions; CoCF – Compliant with future actions; NCom – Non compliant.] 

	CoCA
	CoFA
	NCom
	Verification

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	




	Best management practices
	

	Have all the best management practices been used? If not why not?
	

	Have any BMPs been rejected in the plan. (i.e. inappropriate?
	

	Have any new BMPs been introduced that are not recorded in the plan?
	

	Monitoring

	

	Do the records identify progress or deficiencies in meeting the stated objectives and targets?
	

	Were the records easily located, understandable and complete?
	

	Corrective actions

	

	If the objectives/targets have not been met what corrective actions have commenced?
	

	Are these actions working? If not why not? What further steps are planned?
	



Audit conclusion
Has the farm reached the necessary standard[footnoteRef:6] of environmental management? [6:  Standard –Compliant ratings received for all Scheme and regulatory requirements, and listed management policies.] 


Yes		Yes subject to the presentation of further evidence  to verify compliance		No


If no, what actions are needed for the farm to be likely to succeed at a subsequent audit?






Signed off _______________________________ Auditor

Date audit completed:         /            / 2009



Additional evidence presented

Sufficient evidence presented to verify compliance for all activities originally assessed as non-compliant?

Yes		No

If no, what actions are needed for the farm to be likely to succeed at a subsequent audit?







Signed off _______________________________ Auditor

Date reassessment completed:         /            / 2009
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