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Smart technologies transform farming today. Think of autonomous tractors and weeding robots, animals and 

underground infrastructures with inbuilt sensors, and drones or satellites offering image analysis from the air. 

There are many opportunities arising from this evolution in terms of increased productivity, profitability, and 

sustainability. Critical issues, in turn, include techno-dependency, vulnerability and privacy. 

This project contributes empirical evidence to the discussion of the opportunities and risks associated with smart 

farming. It starts from the assumption that smart farming – i.e. the management of agricultural practices and 

processes through techniques of data gathering, transfer and analysis – is never neutral, but shaped by all kinds 

of decisions and judgements built into the systems from their very elaboration. The project thus studies ‘what 

lies behind’ novel smart-farming solutions, looking at where, by whom and how they are produced and 

subsequently diffused as exemplars to follow. It does so through the investigation of two high-profile initiatives 

in Switzerland: 

1) Swiss Future Farm: An experimental and demonstration farm, set up on Agroscope’s test site in Tänikon (TG) 

as a joint public–private initiative, to be inaugurated on 21 September 2018. 

2) AgroFly’s sprayer-drone project (Sierre, VS): The first authorized drone system in Europe for the automated 

application of pesticides. Test sites are distributed in Switzerland and beyond. 

This project claims that specific initiatives, anchored in specific sites of experimentation, play a fundamental role 

in assembling the actor networks that carry forward the evolutions around smart farming. Grounded in Actor 

Network Theory, the project unpacks the chain of mediations through which relevant actors, ideas and things 

connect and interact in the co-production of the studied initiatives, and investigates the relationships and 

mechanisms that tie them to each other and to other sites and initiatives. There are four interrelated research 

objectives that run through this investigation, relating to the collaborative, expertise-related, discursive, and 

spatial dimensions of learning and exemplification: 

1) to analyse the practices of collaboration through which novel smart-farming solutions are developed and 

stabilized for more normalized use through the studied sites of experimentation. 

2) to examine what and how specific forms of expertise become authorized to act in the different stages and 

chains of mediation associated with the studied sites. 

3) to investigate what and how specific discourses, expectations and beliefs surrounding smart technologies 

crystallize in and emerge from the studied initiatives. 

4) to explore the forces and mechanisms through which the studied sites are tied to other places and projects 

in the circuits of learning and exemplification that shape the field of smart farming. 

To pursue these objectives, the project follows three methodological pathways: textual analysis of literature and 

reports, non-participant observation, and semi-structured interviews. This approach is exploratory in ambition 

and scope and leads to further, follow-up research proposals on Big Data in agriculture. On these grounds, the 

project studies, informs and debates innovation in the agricultural sector. It highlights the factors that favour or 

hinder technology innovation, diffusion and adaptation, and fosters greater understanding about the desirability 

or non-desirability of this. User beneficiaries include farmers and farming associations, technology companies, 

public authorities and research institutions in the IT and agricultural sector. 


