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Pictured, right, are representatives from the four pilot companies: Thomas Thomson (Blairgowrie) Ltd, Connage Highland Dairy, Summer Harvest, and Border Biscuits



How long have you been with SAOS and what are the biggest changes you’ve seen in that time?
I’ve been with SAOS for more years than I care to think about. I worked for West Cumberland Farmers at Carlisle and 
Brampton after university and then joined SAOS (so you will have to figure out the real answer for yourself).  From a 
financial perspective, farming is much tougher now than when I started at SAOS. Global competition for space on UK 
supermarket shelves is much more intense than it used to be. This has actually benefited SAOS, because the need to 
co-operate to secure markets, add value and reduce costs has increased constantly from when I joined.

Tell us about the variety of your role.

Every CEO, whether the business is large or small, runs the risk of spreading themselves too thinly. If you try 
to be a ‘control freak’, you will worry too much and burn out. So I have to concentrate my time where my real 
responsibilities can’t be delegated: enabling the staff team to be effective; helping the team to discover and develop 
new opportunities; Board, Council and Member governance and communications; communications with our 
partners and other influencers; ‘talking up’ farmer co-operation and our member co-ops.  

What is the most enjoyable part of your job?

It’s the team of people I work with - a highly talented and varied bunch of individuals who all contribute something 
quite unique and valuable to the mix. Our professional team dynamic is stimulating, challenging and motivational.

Are you optimistic about the future for Scottish co-ops?

I am optimistic, but I don’t underestimate the challenges agricultural co-ops face in the global food and energy 
markets, and those arising from climate change and reconfiguring of the Common Agricultural Policy. For farmers, 
it’s usually a case of ‘David versus Goliath’ in the supply chain, and the stakes are higher than ever. More than ever, 
co-operation is the best way for family farmers to find at least some counter-balance and retain their independence.  
At SAOS, we really do strive to provide the professional advice and services that co-op directors and managers need 
to steer through such a challenging, demanding period. 

How do our co-ops compare to the rest of the world?

UK agricultural co-ops are generally smaller than those in other parts of the world because from about 1933, the 
UK adopted a system of statutory marketing boards to manage agricultural markets. In the 50 years they operated, 
farmers generally did not need the market role of co-ops. However, elsewhere in the world, those were the very 
years in which substantial investment in co-ops was being made by farmers, and some very successful co-ops were 
created. The UK is still ‘playing catch-up’. For 50 years, UK farmers knew very little about co-ops.  It’s still not taught 
comprehensively in college and university, and that continues to be a constraint. 

What would you be doing if you didn’t work for SAOS?

I have no idea. I originate from a family farm. I was motivated by farmer co-operation when I visited a co-op grain 
store as a student, and it still motivates me today. SAOS is the best farmer co-op development organisation in the UK, 
so it’s a great place for me to work.  

How do you like to spend your free time?

I don’t have an all-consuming hobby, but I have a wide variety of interests and of course spending time with family 
and friends is important. The problem is that there are just not enough hours in the month to fit everything in. I have 
an ambition to build a really modern eco-house on a rural plot. So if anyone has a plot, perhaps they could let me 
know? 

What’s your ideal holiday?

I can’t do lazy holidays, and as a true ‘northerner’ I don’t really know how to cope with intense heat and sun 
(pathetic, I know).  So that means fairly busy, on-the-move, discovery and sight-seeing in a temperate climate – could 
be Scotland! I like going back to Sweden, Norway and Pacific North West of USA and Canada. Stockholm, Oslo and 
Vancouver rank amongst my favourite cities to visit.

profile - james graham 

update

James Graham joined SAOS as a Project Manager and has been with 
the organisation for more years than he cares to mention apparently! 
We can tell you that he's been Chief Executive of the organisation 
since 1998. Here he tells us about his role and how things have 
changed during his time with SAOS. 


