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farming.

With this in mind, we welcome comment

on the policy recommendations within the
Food and Farming Foresight Series as well as
suggestions on subjects for future papers.

Please email Graeme Willis:
graemew®@cpre.org.uk

Food and Farming Foresight Series Papers
to date:
1. New model farming:

resilience through diversity

2. Uncertain harvest:
does the loss of farms matter?

FOOD AND
FARMING

FORESIGHT




Contents

Summary — Creating a healthy future for farming 4
1| Introduction — Why diversity of size matters 6
2 | Farm diversity — What is happening to farms? 8
3 | Key causes — Why are farms disappearing? 11
4 | Impacts of loss — Why we should be concerned 14
5 | Risks and opportunities — What lies ahead? 20
6 | Research gaps — Questions to answer 23
7 | Recommendations — A call to action 24
8 | Conclusion — Starting the debate 26
9 | Endnotes — References 27

CASE STUDIES AND BOXES

Box: Diversity 7
Box: Defining farm size 10
A matter of scale 14
Stream Farm, Broomfield, Somerset 17
Cow Hall, Clun, Shropshire 18
County council farms 21
Lakes Free Range Eggs Co Ltd, Cumbria 22
TABLES

Table 1: Number of holdings by size group in England and Wales 8

Table 2: Numbers of commercial holdings and land areas/livestock by size group 9

Table 3: Comparison of farm losses, 2005 to 2013, in EU 9

CPRE | Food and Farming Foresight Paper 2 | Uncertain harvest | August 2017 3



4

Creating a healthy
future for farming

‘Ultimately, rather than privileging one set of farm structures over
another it is a question of maintaining a diversity of farm size

structures. And it is this diversity that is now under threat.’

In the first report in this Foresight series,
New model farming,? we argued that
diversity is crucial for a healthy, resilient
farming industry.

The report discussed many forms of diversity — from
who farms the land, what and how they produce and
its importance to the health and complexity of the
countryside. It called for a revitalised farming sector
providing opportunities to encourage new entrants
into farming to bring fresh ideas and drive a more
dynamic sector.

This paper focuses on diversity in the size of

farms and how this may be threatened as farms
continue to disappear. The topic of farm size is a
thorny one. Discussion can polarise opinions. This
report seeks to show that this issue goes beyond
big versus small. Farming has always played the
central role in making the countryside what it is
and the loss of a diversity of farm sizes threatens
detrimental consequences for the economic, social
and environmental health of the countryside. As our
nation’s greatest national asset, the health of the
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countryside is of concern to the mass
of the public who enjoy it and value
it accordingly. This makes the loss
of diversity of farms an issue that
should concern the Government,
too, and prompt it to act.

The evidence for loss of farms is
hidden in plain view: official statistics
show a dramatic decline in the number
of farms in England operating commercially.
UK data show that we have lost over a fifth of English
farms in the past ten years alone. EU statistics
paint a worse picture. In particular, the number of
farms below 200 hectares is falling. Numbers of
intermediate and smaller farms are declining, though
smaller farms are the worst affected. If current trends
continue, few if any farms under 20ha could be left
within a generation while most of those up to 50ha
could be gone in two generations. Worse still, the
official data may underestimate the extent of change
occurring in who manages the land.

A dominant belief is that these losses of farms

are inevitable if the industry is to stay productive

and competitive. But the scale of loss in England

isn’t matched by that in other home nations or EU
countries. In some countries, notably Ireland and
Scotland, farm numbers have actually grown over

the same period. This raises the question of why

farm numbers are declining at such a rate in this
country. We discuss three key issues. Undoubtedly,
farming faces a difficult economic situation. Its
terms of trade — the price it receives for produce
compared to its costs — have worsened over decades.
A combination of market factors have left farmers the
most vulnerable as food prices have fallen. Secondly,
agriculture policy has never sought to address the
issue in this country. The Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP), slow to reform, has paid the largest and
wealthiest farmers the most, leaving smaller farms
the least supported in tough economic times. Despite
agri-environment schemes of real worth, policy has
focused on production and competition and growth
but much at the expense of the economic —and
environmental — sustainability of the wider industry.
Thirdly, most farms are family businesses, small ones
almost always so, and these can be challenged by
family events. Succession issues in particular can
cause family farms to fold. Smaller businesses too



can struggle with the resources to develop and adapt
to new circumstances.

National debate, policy and research have all failed
to properly consider the issue of farm losses. So,
although the effects of such losses could be severe,
at the moment our understanding of what is
happening and why is much poorer than it should
be. We discuss recent research by Professors Winter
and Lobley and the evidence to show there could be
damage to rural economies, communities and the
natural environment. This includes loss of efficient,
productive family businesses, fewer rural jobs and
services, more uniform landscapes and lost habitats
and weaker rural communities where farming has
become more peripheral.*

In the context of the immense upheaval that Brexit
will bring, not least to farming, the institutional
silence on this loss of farm diversity is deafening.
There is an urgent need to end this silence. Brexit

is rich with possibilities but also risks. The risks

are significant: new trading deals will be crucial to
maintain security of supply and markets but also to
protect standards and avoid a race to the bottom that
many of our farms would lose. A rapid cut to funding
could cause further havoc to the sector.

However, the prospective changes to policy, structures
and institutions also offer a generational chance to
revive and transform agriculture in this country. A new
agriculture policy could be tailored to our farming
environment with public investment properly targeted
to reward public benefits and where it is needed most.
This could transform the provision of environmental
services that the market has consistently ignored.

It could be flexible and progressive to encourage

strong farmer engagement, and locally planned and
administered to make it adaptable to the infinite
variability of the English countryside. In this way, it
could support the rich and varied mosaic of farms of
all sizes that characterises the English countryside
and provides interest, lends beauty and offers space
for nature. Crucially, it should also help to ensure that
farming is a rejuvenated, innovative and dynamic
sector that produces high quality and distinctive
products that enable farmers to trade profitably at
home and abroad.

This report argues that farm size diversity is a crucial
consideration as we move towards Brexit. It could
help deliver the many public benefits that we need
farming to provide and that public funding — and the
market where possible — should foster and reward.
But, critically, we lack the research, the data and
analysis to properly understand the impact of current
trends and so that too of the changes ahead. We need
to understand better what is happening to farms

of differing sizes, why the changes are occurring,

and what the implications are for rural economies,
communities and natural assets of the countryside.

This gap in knowledge puts at risk the future diversity
of farming. If farm losses and the consequences
continue to fall below the radar of policy-makers, then
new policy may fail yet again to address the issue. It
isn't yet clear what different and important choices on
trade, funding and policy will be made or what each
might mean for farming or the countryside. Equally, if
those who care about the future of farming lack data
and analysis it will be impossible to have the proper
and open debate we need to have —a debate about how
farming and the farmed environment will function in
the very different country we may become.

KEY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper calls on the Government to act. We make five

key recommendations to address the current deficits in
information, research, policy, funding and strategy. By
addressing these, the Government has the opportunity to
seize the moment and set out a bold and challenging agenda
for change. A central aim should be to halt the loss of diversity
and over time reverse it. To this end, the Government should:

¢ Analyse and present better Government data on the size
structure of the industry and drivers of change.

¢ Fund and publish research to carry out an extensive
impact assessment of the historic and continuing fall in
farm numbers in England.

¢ Support an independent commission, such as the new
RSA-hosted Food, Farming and Countryside Commission,

to comprehensively review policies to maintain a
structurally diverse farming industry.

* Maintain public investment to secure farmers’ incomes
for an interim period and commit to targeted long-term
funding to maintain a diverse farmed countryside.

* Set out a strategy to regenerate the farming industry by
supporting a new generation of farmers with new entrants
and measures to transform performance across the sector.

The Government has a leadership role to play but cannot do
this alone. We call on all those concerned about the future of
farming to take up this issue — from industry representatives
to environmental, food and development NGOs, rural
communities and other interested parties. Together we

need to make the diversity of the farming sector — both its
structure and the opportunities it offers — a key issue of
public debate as we head for momentous change.
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Why diversity of size

matters

This paper looks at the data available
on farm numbers and sizes and raises
questions about the loss of farms and
their diversity.

It outlines some of the reasons why farms are
disappearing. It goes on to explore the potential impact
if farms continue to become fewer and less diverse. A
section on risks associated with current political and
policy uncertainties leads into suggestions for further
research. This is vital to enable informed public debate
and considered policy decisions on the shape, structure
and nature of farming post-Brexit. Finally, we call

on the Government to act to support a more diverse
farming sector in the critical period of political and
policy transition ahead.

1.1 Impact on the countryside

Myths and assumptions tend to hold sway over
well-referenced evidence in discussions about farm
size. On one side of the argument, large farms are
assumed to be more efficient and productive than
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smaller ones as they can better harness economies
of scale and new technologies. Small farms are

seen as uneconomic, inefficient and irrelevant for
overall food production. Conversely, larger farms get
written off as inevitably bad for the environment,
with the land stewarded poorly and only for the short
term. In fact, farms large and small can be diverse
and well-managed, producing good food while
protecting natural assets. It depends on quality of
land management and the values behind the farming
practice. Equally, small farms can as productive and
as efficient as many large ones.

The polarisation between big and small is unhelpful to
intelligent, informed debate about a serious topic. But
it is also unusual. Discussions about most other types
of business rarely dissolve into flat dismissal of other
business models and scales. Moreover, in most other
sectors, small to medium-sized businesses are praised
for their potential for growth, innovation, dynamism
and flexibility.® This perspective does not often inform
discussions about the future of farming. It would be
well as a starting point if debates on farming could
put prejudices on farm size aside. It’s especially



important given that this issue goes far beyond the
economics of farming or even its impact on nature.

Introduction| 1

of ancillary businesses supported by or supporting
farming. It affects heritage, culture and quality of

community life of rural areas as well as the experience
visitors have of the countryside and its contribution to
national quality of life and well-being.

We urgently need to reconsider the relationship
between the structure of our farming sector and the
character of the countryside and to assess what the
loss of many farms might over time mean for both.
Farming and how our countryside looks and functions
are inextricably linked. The countryside is our greatest
national and natural asset but it is unarguably in part
a human construct. It is the product of millennia of
interaction between humans — mainly farmers —and
nature, working to produce food and geography, soils,
climate and weather and biology. ®

1.2 Why diversity matters

So it is clear that the structure and diversity of
farming — that is, who farms how, where and why

— should be of interest to wider society for a range

of reasons. The continuing loss of farms means the
sector may become much less diverse in many ways.
This could have implications for who owns, occupies
and manages land and the skills and knowledge they
apply as well as the age of farmers, social background
and access, attitudes towards the land and nature,
involvement in the community and connections to
the general public. A more corporate, less diverse
farming industry may not be so fit for the many
economic, social and environmental purposes society
needs farming to fulfil.

Farmers are the rural place-makers par
excellence and their connectedness to

place means they play a distinctive role
in the health of rural communities.

If maintaining a diversity of farms is a matter of
broader public concern, then it should be one that
concerns the Government. This issue needs to be
better researched and understood and more openly
debated. It undoubtedly requires Government to

act: in the medium term to secure the rich mosaic

of farms we have and to understand the value of
diversity and the implications of its loss; in the longer
term to secure the future of a diverse farming sector
for the industry and for the common good.

So, while the countryside is indeed the reservoir of
our most critical natural resources — water, air, soil,
land and landscape, wildlife and wider biodiversity —
it is defined by more than the natural environment.
Farmers are the rural place-makers par excellence
and their connectedness to place means they can,
do and should play a distinctive role in the activities
and health of rural communities. The relationship

of farming to the countryside affects not only the
natural environment but the economy and a range

DIVERSITY

The first Foresight report, New model farming The report championed more diverse markets

(CPRE, 2016), put diversity at the centre of

the call for Government to act to regenerate
farming and create a more innovative, resilient
industry in balance with a restored countryside.
That report explored diversity in many forms.

It called for a multipurpose farming industry,
more diverse ‘in what it produces, in who farms
the land and the approaches they take’.” It
challenged trends which have reduced diversity
over the past 50 or more years: consolidation of
land management into fewer farms and farmers,
specialisation of production, simplification of
landscapes and loss of wildlife and healthy soils.
It suggested greater not less diversity could
boost farmers’ livelihoods, improve the land and
ensure a healthier countryside. This included
establishing multiple purposes for farming and
multiple ways of measuring success, creating
in-field diversity through initiatives such as
agroforestry and producing a greater variety of
products to build financial resilience.

in retail to create new opportunities and better
rewards for farmers, as well as support for a range
of techniques and technologies including farmer-
led learning.

It also called for a diverse range of policies
and public sector support from reform of
CAP funding, a review of planning and tax
arrangements, the role of county farms and
Government advice. Not least, it highlighted the
loss of farms and farm size diversity and the
implications this has for new entrants and the
kinds of people who can farm.

This new report focuses on this aspect of
diversity in relation to size of farm. It considers
first and foremost what we do and don’t know
about the relationship of diversity in farm sizes
to the dynamism and economic strength of
the sector. It also investigates the implications
for rural communities and beyond and for the
character, natural beauty and health of the
countryside.
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2 | Farm diversity

What is happening to

farms?

This section looks at the accelerating
decline of small farms in England and
the growth of large ones. It contrasts
these trends with those in the rest of the
UK and other EU countries.

We are losing farms. This isn’t new. Farm numbers
have fallen significantly since the 1950s. But,
crucially, since the issue is hardly discussed, we
don’'t know what these losses mean. Are these
supposedly ‘lost’ farms still producing but at lower
levels? Are the farmers part-time or have they
moved out of farming altogether? Is the farm
recognisable as such or has it become a business
park, a restaurant, a country retreat? Who now
manages the land and for what purposes? What do
such changes mean for the farmers themselves, the
land, the local economy and community, and the
nature of the countryside?

Table 1 | Number of holdings by size group in England and Wales*°

Areas of crops and grass

Number of holdings (thousand)

20 to under
100 to under
200 heCtareS 2’284.2 2,131'2

1950 1960 1970 1980
2 to 20 hectares 158 139 88 62
20 to 40 hectares 60 58 45 37
40 to 100 hectares 60 57 48 45
Over 100 hectares 18 20 23 24
Total 296 273 206 168

Table 2 | Numbers of commercial holdings and land areas/livestock by size group:
England, June Survey, Defra, published 2016**

Size band

Holdings

Total

Number of holdings/hectares (thousand)

132.4

Change (+/-%)
2005-15

No of
holdings
change

2005 2015 2005-15

Area of
holding
change

Hectares Holdings Hectares

9,168.4 104.2 8,991.8 -21.3% -1.9%

8
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2.1 Smaller farms: an accelerating decline
So what can the official data can tell us about farm
numbers in recent times? 8 Despite some issues with
the data sets, the trend is clear. The loss continues.
For the period before 2000 we have academic research
covering England and Wales (see Table 1). This shows
that between 1950 and 1980 128,000 of 296,000
farm holdings — or over two fifths (43%) — of all farms
were lost (see Table 1). That is an attrition rate of
4,267, or 1.44%, per year. This left a base of 168,000
English and Welsh farms in 1980.°

More alarmingly, as the number of remaining farms has
dwindled, the rate of loss has accelerated. The number
of farm holdings in England fell from 132,400 in 2005
to 104,200 in 2015, according to official Government
(Defra) 2016 data. That is a loss of over a fifth of all
farms in just ten years (21.3%), which amounts to a rate
of 2,840 or 2.13% a year. So the rate of loss has been
nearly 50% more severe in recent years, assuming there
is no significant difference in trends between England
and Wales compared with the earlier period.

Significantly, not all sizes of farm are in decline. The
most recent Defra data, presented in Table 2 below,
shows all sizes of farm from below 20 hectares to just
under 200 hectares have dwindled in number since
2005. Farms of less than 20ha fell by 33.5%; 20 to less
than 50ha farms declined by 22%; 50 to 100ha by
11.6% and 100 to less than 200ha by 7.3%. However,
the number of farms above 200ha (around 500 acres)
has increased by 5.7% over the same ten years to 2015.

These trends are mirrored in statistics on the area of
land farmed by farms of differing sizes. The area under
management by farms of sizes under 20ha fell by
25%; those between 20 and less than 50ha by 21.2%;
50 to less than100ha farms by 11.1% and 100 to 200
ha farms by 6.7% in that decade. But the area of land
on farms of 200ha-plus has increased by 10.9%.!! So
farms of 200ha and above have grown in number and
average size —an average increase of 19ha per farm.
Farms smaller than this have on average seen only
modest gains in size of less than a hectare.'?

The data in Table 2 suggests that at the lower end of
the scale many farms have fallen below the relevant
commercial thresholds for inclusion in official data or
disappeared altogether. Some will have merged into
other holdings; others will have sold land or no longer



Table 3 | Comparisons of farm losses, 2005 to 2013, in the EU

Country Farm numbers (thousand) Change
2005 2013 (+1-%)
UNITED KINGDOM
England 195.92 100.97 -48%
Wales 36.97 25.05 -32%
Scotland 26.8 32.51 +21%
Northern Ireland 27.06 24.51 -9%
EUROPEAN UNION
Italy 1,728.53 1,010.33 -42%
Germany 389.88 285.03 -27%
Denmark 51.68 38.28 -26%
Netherlands 81.83 67.48 -18%
France 567.14 472.21 -17%
Austria 170.64 140.43 -18%
Ireland 132.67 139.6 +5%

Source: Eurostat: Farm indicators by agricultural area, type of farm, standard output,
legal form and NUTS 2 regions, last update 20 May 2017

rent it and become, in farming terms, inactive. Farms
will have expanded or contracted and moved across
category boundaries.'

It is very clear that, first, in terms of a range of

farm sizes, our commercial farming industry is
considerably less diverse than just over ten years ago.
Second, more of the land area farmed — some 442,000
hectares or 5% of the 2015 total — is managed as part
of fewer holdings.

There are two complicating elements that could
make the real picture even more worrying. First,

the Defra data from 2005 to 2015 already factors

in removal of a large number of farms that have
become non-commercial. This recalibration, following
the periodic farm census in 2010, took out around
63,000 to 64,000 farms from the official figures.’®
These farms, some duplicates in the statistics but
others below commercial thresholds (such as <5ha),
may remain or be no longer farmed.

They may indeed still contribute to farm
diversity but, equally, could have been
converted to homes or other businesses.
We simply do not know. Second, Winter
and Lobley strongly suggest that official
data understates the ‘extent and pace of
change’. In particular, the data overstates
the number of smaller farms and
understates the number of larger ones.*®
They explain that retiree farmers who let
much or all of their land to be managed
by others will still declare themselves to
be active farmers for official tax purposes,
so distorting the published data.!” This
means that there may well be less

Farm diversity | 2

variation in farm size and land management than
official data indicates.

2.2 Comparison with other countries

For some pundits the loss of these farms is the
inevitable price of economic progress. We might assume
that the Government holds this view but we don't

know. According to traditional agricultural economic
theory, small farms were inefficient. Larger farms bring
economies of size or scale and can drive down prices to
consumers. Also, England is not the only country to see
its farm sector change and many farms, particularly
smaller ones, disappear. Surely this suggests the trend
is unavoidable and a form of progress.

Analysis of EU data for the UK and other EU countries
compiled on a strictly comparable basis confirms a
broad downwards trend but not a universal one: see
Table 3 for the years 2005 and 2013. But there are
very important qualifications. Note that the Eurostat
data adds back the farms removed from the data by
Defra in 2010 and backdated to 2009 and 2005 data.
Eurostat figures thus show that the number of English
farms from 2005 to 2013 fell by nearly half (48%).
Over the same period the number of farms in Wales
fell by 32%. They also fell in Northern Ireland by 9%
but in Scotland they increased by 21%.

The picture for the wider EU shows a similarly variable
picture. So while England lost 48% of farms and Italy
has lost 42%, Germany and Denmark lost 27% and
26% respectively while the number in Austria and

the Netherlands fell by 18% and France 17%. Yet, in
Ireland farm numbers increased by 5%. This data
does not suggest that the loss of farms is an inevitable
consequence of the Common Agricultural Policy per
se. Nor does it show severe loss of farms is inevitable,
even in the difficult economic circumstances of boom,
severe recession and stagnation seen since 2005. In
fact, it firmly challenges the idea that farms will and
must continue to disappear.

The official data for England tells a story of

apparent decline. It would seem odd at the very

least to conclude that an industry with many fewer
businesses is thriving. Major restructuring of industry
is not new in the UK — witness the loss in the 1980s
and 90s of much of coal mining, steel production
and shipbuilding or the radical reshaping of food
retail with loss of tens of thousands of independent
stores. But the story of momentous change in those
industries and its impact on whole communities

has been explored by many and in many ways. We
might argue they are comparably well understood.

In contrast, the chronic and now accelerating loss of
commercial farms since the 1950s is, as we sit on the
cusp of historic political and policy change following
Brexit, barely mentioned, let alone a part of our
national conversation.
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2 | Farm diversity

DEFINING FARM SIZE

The merits of small versus big farms can generate
strongly polarised views. In some ways this is
strange since defining what is big or small is
complex. Farm areas vary dramatically from place
to place depending on aspects such as geography,
quality of land, cropping, historic patterns of land
ownership. The intensity of management and

the number of people working the land also vary
significantly. At one extreme a cattle station in
South Australia, Anna Creek, sold in December 2016,
covers 23,677 km2 or 2.37 million hectares — or
more than a quarter of the farmed area of England.®
Conversely, small-scale farmers are estimated

to provide 70% of the food consumed globally.*
These examples should at least give us pause when
discussing farm size and deciding, perhaps too
precipitately, what ‘real’ or ‘proper’ farming is.

Official definitions

Official categories can help up to a point. UK Government
Defra statistics typically refer to holdings not farms.
Eurostat define an agricultural holding as ‘a single unit, in
both technical and economic terms, operating under a single
management, which undertakes agricultural activities ...
either as its primary or secondary activity.’?® Two methods
are typically used by Defra for the UK to define holding

size: land area of the holding in hectares?' and Standard
Labour Requirement (SLR). Land area is divided into bands
of under 20ha, 20ha to under 50ha, 50ha to under 100ha
and 100ha and over. We might equate these to very small,
small, medium and large though official data does not. In
some data tables a greater than 200ha category is also used,
though rarely larger for reasons of commercial sensitivity.?
SLRs classify farms by full time equivalent workers (FTESs)

in categories of: very small (less than 1 FTE), small (1<2),
medium (2<3), large (3<5) or very large (>=5).

Because distribution of farms and their fields and land
are crucial elements in the way they function as businesses,
within communities and in the landscape, physical area
cannot be ignored. As Winter and Lobley put it, land is a
‘defining feature of farming’ and its supply is relatively
fixed.? But clearly there is a tension between farm area and
the labour employed. Large, highly mechanised arable farms
or, in contrast, upland livestock farms with large holdings of
common land may range across a thousand or more hectares
but employ only a couple of people full-time. A one hectare
horticulture plot may employ as many.

Comparison with other industries

Official categories can also confuse if we compare farming
with other industries. Ownership structures often signal

the size of a UK businesses — whether it is a plc, limited
company, sole trader or partnership. A majority of farms are
family farms held in partnership. Most small farms tend to
be family businesses too but family holdings can be, and
are, of all sizes, from landed estates and large farmsteads
to smallholdings. So, although the family aspect of farming

.-
"

and its social role within rural areas is often seen as very
important?* there isn’t a simple correspondence with size.
For UK business, employee numbers are generally used to
determine size categories: large (250+ employees), medium
(50-249), small (10-49) and micro (0-9 employees). The latter
three form SMEs (small and medium size enterprises), which
account for over 99% of all UK businesses.? So, curiously,
some of the largest farms in area might only count as micro
or small businesses.

Minimum thresholds
Definitions and official categories do serve official purposes.
Defra data now formally exclude non-commercial farms,
using minimum thresholds such as larger than 5ha land
holding, more than 10 cows, 50 pigs, 20 sheep, 20 goats or
1,000 poultry.?® Farms below these thresholds no longer
appear in the official statistics, though they may be
providing a living or part-time living to the occupants.
Invidiously, the 5 ha minimum threshold was also
introduced in 2014 to qualify for direct payments to farmers
under the Basic Payment Scheme of the CAP. This means
that landowners who are not even actively farming their
land can receive around 200 euros per hectare per year while
some of those who are tilling and cropping it and raising
livestock on their land do not.?” When people ask for fair
treatment between UK and other EU farmers, and beyond,
they often mention the need for a level playing field. But
apparently this does not apply to parts of the UK itself.

People and land

So farms cannot be defined by area alone. But it is clear that
land area must matter, not only for how the land is managed,
but also for what is produced where, the physical scale

of operations and farm infrastructure and their collective
impact on the warp and weft and health of the countryside.
Employment must matter too. Is a micro dairy employing
ten people of lesser importance than a large dairy farm
employing ten? If a simple definition eludes us then the
alternative may be to celebrate farm diversity and to unpick
(and dispense with) lazy categories and labels.
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Why are farms
disappearing?

There are many reasons for the decline
in farm numbers. Here we examine
three key issues: economic pressures,
a lack of political support and inherent
weaknesses in the family nature of
much farming.

Undoubtedly, the difficult economic situation all
farming faces is contributing to the pressures on
smaller farm businesses. In addition, although
farming has long lived within the broader protective
umbrella of the CAP, the UK Government has remained
somewhat blind to the issues of falling farm numbers
and loss of farm size diversity. So far it has largely
failed to respond in policy terms. Finally, farming
itself has long been characterised by its family
nature with holdings of all sizes and long-standing
businesses passed on from generation to generation.
This family aspect is valued and important but

can generate specific challenges to the future
development and survival of such businesses.

3.1 Economic pressures

The wider economic context is undoubtedly difficult
for farming. A major problem is the decline in
farming’s profitability over decades. Average farm
income has tended to yo-yo dramatically, making

n or
3 rFeud s
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business planning more difficult. But the broader
picture is one of falling returns. The long-term trend
is one of poorer ‘terms of trade’ between farming
and the rest of the economy — that is, the difference
between prices received for outputs compared to
prices paid for inputs.?® This price squeeze has

led farmers to expand, usually via more land, to
maintain their incomes. But larger scale businesses
can also tolerate smaller margins on larger outputs
or have greater capital reserves to withstand
uneconomic pricing — so this can depress margins
across the sector and drive further expansion and
consolidation. As a consequence, smaller businesses
with lower income and poorer access to capital can
struggle to survive.

The economic context is complicated by other factors
such as:

* Reliance of sectors of the industry on CAP funding
either directly — on one estimate ‘73% of total farm
incomes in the UK’.%°

* Market volatility exacerbated by greater global
trading, exchange rate fluctuations and some
speculation on food commodities.

* A highly competitive retail market able and
willing to switch between international supply
lines and with inequality of power between farm
producers as sellers and buyers in the supply chain
from processors through to retailers; regulatory
oversight does not extend to farmers unless they
supply directly to the major 10 supermarket
chains.

* Reduced access to market due to retail
consolidation over past decades; the small number
of larger chains deal with many fewer producers
than the large number of independent traders
they displaced.*®

* A strong cheap food culture but a weaker culture
favouring values other than cost; bold promotions
reinforce simple price messages but multiple
certification labels can be confusing.

* A falling share of household spend going on
food and much lower than some other European
countries.*!
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A further driver of change is technology.
Mechanisation and agri-chemicals have increased
yields and, although they can be cash-efficient, the
increased and at times excess production that results
can also depress prices and drive smaller producers
out of business.* New technologies can require
significant capital investment, which not all farmers
may be able to finance, leaving them falling behind.
The remaining farmers get paid less but have to do
more and more just to survive — they are on the so-
called ‘agricultural treadmill’.

The way that farmers respond to change — particularly
changing economic circumstances — is critical to the
survival of their business. If the economics of farming
worsen, farmers have several options:

* Deploy resources differently by cutting costs,
investing in better ways to produce and expanding
output or adding value.

* Diversify into non-farming activities, either on the
farm such as accommodation or recreation or agri-
environment schemes — or working off farm to earn
extra income.

* Stop farming and sell up or lease out the land.

Research has shown that the response of farmers

to change can indeed vary with size of farm. In

the South West farmers on smaller holdings were
more likely to retire in the wake of CAP reform than
on larger farms.* This raises questions about how
farmers are currently reacting to the uncertainties
around the future of farming in the shadow of Brexit
and how they will react afterwards.

3.2 Lack of policy and political support
The UK’s membership of the EU and the CAP and

their previous iterations has provided the trading and
policy framework for farming since 1973. Since its
foundation the core principles of the CAP have been to
protect fair farmer incomes, maintain stable markets
and supply and ensure fair prices for consumers. As
such, it initially supported greater production while
protecting European farmers through tariffs and other
trade barriers from lower world prices.
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Over time production-based payments have been
replaced by a direct payment to farmers — the Basic
Payment Scheme or BPS. This is based on land area
and linked to compliance with existing legislation
and regulations, including environmental standards.*
Alongside this, but on a smaller scale, are rural
development measures, most of which in England
pay farmers under contract to protect and improve
biodiversity and water quality. These reforms were
critical in the repurposing of the CAP, but have led
some to argue for their continuation as a form of
long-term income support for most types of farming.

The main issue with the existing CAP model is that
of direct BPS payments. These payments represent
more than 70% of the CAP budget and 30% of the
EU budget yet they are, according to Buckwell et al.,
‘ineffective, inefficient and inequitable’.? Across the
EU 95% of these direct payments benefit farms with
incomes from farming above the median. As Matthews
points out: ‘Most direct payments go to substantial
businesses for which there is no obvious need for
income support’.*® They also fail on other counts: in
delivering a secure supply of food, using resources
efficiently or progressing towards environmentally
sustainable and resilient agriculture.

Despite the UK leading the calls for CAP reform,
change has been slow. Yet, when opportunities to
temper its worst effects have presented themselves,
such as capping higher levels of payments to the
larger landowners or taking measures to support

a diverse industry, the Government has appeared
reluctant to support them. For example, an extremely
modest cap on direct payments was only introduced
in 2014 with earnings above 150,000 euros reduced
by 5%. EU-driven opportunities have also been missed
to support a diverse farm sector and particularly

help smaller-scale farms through food quality, value
added and direct supply chains. For example, previous
governments have been slow to take up and promote
EU food quality logos — The Protected Designation of
Origin (PDO), The Protected Geographical Indication
(PGI) and The Traditional Speciality Guaranteed (TSG)
— compared to our key European counterparts.*’

Similarly, Rural Development Programme England
(RDPE) could do more to support a diverse farming
sector through measures such as LEADER, an EU-
funded programme to support rural businesses. It
does support micro/small businesses and start-ups,
including on farms, but its primary focus is not on
food quality schemes, adding value to farm produce,
promotion in local markets or short supply chains,
all of which the European Commission would have
allowed. These initiatives would have clear benefits
for smaller farms, which tend to sell higher value
produce into local economies. However, LEADER

is poorly resourced compared with annual direct
payments by land area.*



So, despite the CAP providing de facto general income
support to much of the farm sector, protecting the
structural diversity of farming has never been a policy
objective of the Government. The loss of farms is
rarely if ever mentioned and Government appears
heedless of it. This fits with the focus on productivity,
efficlency and competitiveness. It suggests an
embedded belief that ‘restructuring’ of the industry —
seemingly code for losing farms — is the way to secure
a strong and profitable industry. Recent Defra plans
through to 2020 strongly support overall growth in
production, sales and export. They merely reinforce
the impression that the Government remains blind to
the value of a structurally diverse farming sector of
many differing sizes.*

Finally, the wider political context has its part to play.
The most powerful representatives of farming, the
National Farmers Union, had nothing to say about
falling farm numbers in its general election manifesto
nor in its Vision for the future of farming in March
2017.41 As Winter and Lobley put it, in England at
least there is a ‘carefully-cultivated neutrality on the
question of size’.“> We might add that this extends to
loss of farms. And some might call this indifference,
not neutrality. Winter and Lobley attribute this to the
larger average size of farm in Britain and to the NFU’s
success in representing the ‘industry as a whole’.

Yet, this ‘cultivated neutrality’ may be fragmenting.
On the margins there are many groups that support
retaining small farms and enabling them to provide
new opportunities into farming. In some cases they
offer alternative visions for farming with diverse

and agro-ecological approaches proposed as well

as traditional forms of land management. The
Sustainable Food Trust,“* Real Farming Trust and the
Family Farmers Association are all active to varying
degrees. The Soil Association has also long supported
the growth of new community supported farms. It

is part of the Accesstoland network — ‘a European
network of grassroots organisations securing land

for agro ecological farming’ — and has contributed to
recent Eco Ruralis reports on the small farm sector
across Europe.* The Landworkers’ Alliance, a coalition
of smaller-scale producers supporting sustainable
production and food sovereignty, is a progressive and
increasingly active grouping.“® Yet, despite strong and
passionate advocacy, there is little sense to date that
their views are being considered in the Government’s
framing of farm policy for the future.

3.3 Internal family drivers of change and
structural challenges

Farms in England remain predominantly family
businesses. As such they are all prey to ‘internal
family drivers of change’. These particularly include
events such as ‘births, marriages, ageing, succession
and retirement’ as agents of change and restructuring
of family farm businesses.“¢ Succession can be critical
to whether farmers continue to actively engage

and intensively manage the business or withdraw.

If farms are inherited by several siblings and some
are not engaged in the business, this can lead to
fragmentation and loss of holdings. Conversely, lack
of a successor can lead to farmers selling, letting or
contracting out land or gradually easing off the pace
of work by managing the farm more extensively.*’
Research also shows that such internal drivers of
change are more prevalent on small farms.“®

Finally, farmers may face difficulties because they
lack capital, finance or human resources, and this

can be related to size of business. Shifting patterns

of labour and economic viability mean more farms
may be operated by only one or two members of the
family. Data for the South West shows that farmers on
smaller farms are less likely to get a holiday — 28.2%
on farms below 50ha fail to get away versus 6.2% on
farms above 250ha, for example.*® It’s true that some
may have no wish to go away, but equally many may
be too busy or lack the income to take time off. This
could equally apply to much larger upland livestock
holdings with few full-time staff and marginal income.

Farmers who are over-worked and under-resourced are
also least likely to have the time and energy to seek
advice, learn new skills, develop their business and
find out about government support programmes. The
concern is that such businesses fail not because they
lack the potential to develop and grow, but because
they fall behind. Surely a better option would be to
ensure they have equal access to the opportunities
other farms have to develop rather than let them fail?
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Why we should be

concerned

This section draws on some key research

about the effects of farm size and
explores why the loss of farm diversity

matters for the English countryside and

the nation as a whole.

The changing structure of farming and the loss of
diversity have barely featured in the national debate

about its future. In the light of the momentous change

which Brexit heralds for farming, this is shocking.

Unfortunately, as Winter and Lobley point out,

academic research on the ‘influence of farm size and
positive or negative aspects of small farming’ has also

been minimal in recent years.*° Their recent report
seeks to address this deficit. Some of their findings
depend on detailed data from the South West Farm

Survey 2016, indicating that a larger national survey

is needed and in-depth research in other areas.’!

4.1 Loss and damage to the rural economy
The declining terms of trade of farming leaves many
smaller businesses facing an invidious choice: either
grow or leave the industry. This means some efficient,

profitable businesses will eventually disappear. It
is readily assumed that larger farms will be the

most efficient, but this is not a given. As Winter and
Lobley show, the data on the relationship between
scale of farm and efficiency is scarce and variable.
Defra itself cautions against assuming simple links
between larger size and greater efficiency.*® The
best performing smaller farms can actually be more
efficient than many larger ones. Smaller farms also
typically produce higher value products than larger
ones, which means the farming sector is more evenly
split between business sizes based on income than
land area.**

Recently published research by Rebecca Laughton
on 69 farms below 20ha, many engaged in agro-
ecological forms of horticulture, also shows that with
certain key or indicator vegetable crops they can be
more productive on yield than standard field-scale
non-organic production. These farms perform well
financially too, despite comparatively small or no
direct funding from the CAP (see case study below).

If smaller farms are squeezed out over time, there
may be unexpected consequences. Research shows
that smaller farms employ more people for a given
land area, meaning there could be a disproportionate
loss of rural jobs. Similarly, CPRE analysis of data

on diversification also indicates that a less diverse
farmed area — with a few large farms instead of many

(. BT A HIGH OUTPUTS; JOB OPPORTUNITIES; MEANINGFUL WORK; A CIRCULAR FARM ECONOMY
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A Matter of Scale — a study of 69 small
farms using agro-ecological methods®*

Rebecca Laughton, in association with Coventry University’s
Centre for Agroecology, Water and Resilience, has investigated
the productivity of small-scale horticulture in a study of 69
farms below 20 hectares ** which use agro-ecological methods.
Agroecology has been described as a pathway for farming to
move progressively from ‘input-intensive industrial systems’
towards ‘highly sustainable ecological systems’.>® It is more
flexible than organic for small-scale producers and avoids
expensive certification costs.

The research shows that, for certain vegetable crops and
on a measure of yield by quantity produced, such farms are
more productive than non-organic field-scale crops. This is
principally for types of vegetables which benefit from more
husbandry and hand harvesting and are less suitable for

mechanisation such as salad leaves, French beans, kale, leaf
beet and chard. Many of the growers in the businesses studied
were relatively young, with a fifth under 40. Some of the more
experienced growers were achieving yields two or three times
larger than standard non-organic farms, suggesting there is
potential for many growers to produce much more as they
gain experience.

Most holdings were receiving low or little public funding
via the CAP yet were doing well financially. Most were adding
value by a variety of methods such as producing juices
and preserves, selling directly, and offering courses and
accommodation. There was also diversification into livestock.
Businesses were contributing to healthier levels of rural jobs
by employing well above-average number of workers: 3.2
full time equivalents (FTE) per hectare compared with the UK
average of 0.026 FTE per hectare.*”

There are challenges to the productivity and viability
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smaller farms — is likely to lead to a reduced variety
of rural services such as produce from the farm, farm
shops, tourist accommodation, fishing and nature
trails or stabling and horse riding.*® This is despite the
evidence that larger farms are in themselves likely to
be more diversified than smaller ones.

Diversified farms can function as rural business hubs.
Their loss may entail loss of farmsteads to land-based
businesses in their entirety. They may of course

be replaced by units for office-based businesses,
which keeps them in commercial use. We have to ask
though: is this the best use for farm infrastructure
when such businesses can function from, broadband
willing, anywhere? We should surely aim to favour
diversification which maintains a functioning farm
and adds value to continued land-based production
and marries this with other commercial uses of older,
particularly traditional buildings.

These findings suggest we currently lack a
comprehensive analysis that goes beyond how one
type of farm compares with another and considers
how a mix of farms functions as a system. We also
probably fail

to understand

the value of
interdependence,
complementarity
and synergies
between farms
and other
businesses and
the contribution of
these relationships
to the health and
vibrancy of local
rural economies.
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4.2 A less vibrant food sector

A further unexpected consequence of the loss of
farm diversity may be an impoverishment of the
production and supply of food sold locally as well
as regionally. Research by Caroline Cranbrook,
subsequently repeated by CPRE across England,
shows there is an interdependent relationship
between networks of local food outlets and the
producers and farms that supply them. Such networks
act crucially as seed beds for businesses, start-ups
and the growth and development of new products.>*

National supermarket businesses generally need
consistency and bulk of supply, which favours
homogeneous commaodity production from large to
very large producers. They are in the main ill-equipped
to stock smaller quantities of products from their

local areas including traditional, unusual and delicate
varieties. Local independent stores, delicatessens,
markets, farm shops and box and bag schemes and
many catering outlets rely, however, on short, direct
local supply chains. These offer a different choice of
products not available in bulk or which do not suit mass
distribution and retail such as traditional or rare breed
meat or less common varieties of fruit and vegetables.
Although there is some evidence of a resurgence in
the independent sector, the steady loss of farms could
threaten these networks and the local processors and
retailers who rely on them.

With this in mind, there are good reasons to question
the current direction of travel of farming policy.
There is a policy bias towards commodity production
which means harnessing economies of scale via
mass production of standardised product driven

by market forces. There is little to protect diversity
of farms for their real or potential contribution to
dynamic local food economies and a diverse and

of these businesses. The avoidance of synthetic pesticides
and fertilisers means use of mechanical and hand weeding,
livestock and green manures and composts, all of which are
demanding on work time. Low food prices, even for organic
food, mean extra work is rarely properly compensated. Access
to finance and land can be difficult and appropriate scale
machinery is also difficult to find — it is often imported from
the continent or further afield.

But there are also wider social and environmental
benefits. Agro-ecological principles work towards a circular
farm economy so the businesses reduce their inputs and
wastes and nutrients are recycled to the land. The farms
mainly sell through local and short supply chains such
as farmers’ markets and box schemes which means fresh
produce is delivered rapidly, often without the need for
refrigeration, over short distances compared with large
centralised systems. They will be in reusable or recyclable

packaging so pollution, energy and packaging waste are all
reduced. There are many associated benefits on the social
side as well.

Rebecca Laughton concludes that this kind of small-scale
farm is an accessible entry point for new, highly motivated
young growers where they can learn on the job or get started
with less capital and risk. The work is also very varied and
carries on through the year with different crops, planting,
tilling, harvesting, packing and selling adding interest.
People will accept long hours and low pay because the work
itself offers ‘interest, meaning and a convivial atmosphere’.

This research challenges the simple notion that small
farms are less productive. Moreover, when viewed in the
round, the many benefits and few downsides suggest
such farms can play an important part in addressing key
challenges facing farming and the food system. As such they
deserve more research and attention from policy makers.
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buoyant supply of high quality, differentiated foods.
The June 2017 Conservative Party general election
manifesto expressed a determination ‘to grow more,
sell more and export more great British food'. This
central ambition was confirmed in the Queen’s Speech
briefing on the forthcoming Agriculture Bill. Although
there is some reference to quality and the domestic
market, the main emphasis is on greater quantity of
production and exports.

This feels like an extraordinary missed opportunity.
In 2006 Sir Stuart Hampson, then President of

the Royal Society of Agriculture, called for market
differentiation of UK food to enable producers to
‘set their goods apart from imported alternatives’
by implementing higher environmental/welfare
standards, or appealing to consumers on local/
seasonal grounds — avoiding a situation where
‘farm incomes are on the floor’.®° Farm incomes are
back on the floor. But still the policy focus remains
on production growth to drive competitiveness
rather than adding value to drive a prosperous and
sustainable farming sector.

Instead of growing more, selling more and exporting
more, we need to think how we can grow better, sell
better and export better to address the environmental,
economic and social challenges of our food and farming
system.! There is an urgent need to improve the
environmental performance of farming — to cut air and
water pollution, address its rising share of the national
carbon budget and restore damaged habitats and
nature. We also need to maintain and regenerate soils to
build resilience to future shocks. We have to reimagine
what kind of farming system could deliver that alongside
economic growth and harness market support for it.

The clue may be that the UK does best not in
commodity markets where larger producer countries
can undercut and so outsell us, but in creating
specialist, uniquely British products, from Bentley
cars to Brompton bicycles, which can be sold at a
favourable price even in competitive markets.5? We
need to imagine how this would work in food and
farming, to rethink how the farm sector can secure
farm incomes and build real prosperity by farming
in balance with the natural environment — and then
selling that story. A first step should be to foster
diversity in the main products, starting on the farm
and moving through the supply chain to retail,
focusing on regenerating domestic markets. The

rise of micro producers — distilleries and designer
spirits, breweries and craft beers, dairies and the
explosion in choice of cheeses, bakeries and artisanal
bread — highlights the potential for diversity and
distinctiveness. This approach can add value to our
food and drive real commercial success. If this can
be linked to the beauty of our landscapes and the
protection of natural resources then Britain could lead
the way in food and farming globally.
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4.3 Poorer access for new entrants and
progression

The expansion of a farm business will usually mean
acquiring more land. This will involve either moving to

a larger farm or buying or renting land from another
holding, ideally nearby. So farm business growth can

be a zero sum game: one farm gains through the loss of
part or all of another farm holding. The subsequent loss
is an issue on two counts at least. First, it means fewer
businesses in the sector, meaning a less diverse industry
with fewer farmers in control of their own land and
making decisions on how it should be managed. Second,
the dwindling numbers of smaller scale farms means
higher barriers to entering farming in the first place.

On current trends commercial farms below 20
hectares could be gone within a generation and those
below 50 hectares within two. Worse still, medium-
sized farms, not just the smallest ones, are now
under threat. This means both getting on the farming
ladder and climbing it could be harder in future as
recognised in the previous Governments’ own Future
of Farming report in 2013.%%

All this comes at a time when land values have soared.
Between 2004 and 2015 prices per acre soared from
around £3,000 to £8,000. As a result land, the key
capital asset for farming, is far more expensive than

its productive return warrants, especially given the low
profitability of much farming activity. County council
farms provide an alternative to enable new farmers to
start up but some counties have reduced their farm
estates.®® So entry to farming will increasingly be
restricted to those with large amounts of capital or those
following their parents on to a farm. Land appears to be
suffering the same fate as the housing market with land
being treated as a tax efficient investment opportunity
rather than as a productive asset.

These changes raise social questions about equality
of opportunity for those who want to farm but can’t
and the diversity of those remaining who can. But
they also raise questions about the economic future
of farming and the opportunities for innovators and
entrepreneurs to start their own farm business. Does
this restriction apply to other sectors and, if not,
why is it tolerated in farming but not elsewhere? Will
farming be as dynamic, energised and innovative if
the pool of those who can start up, own and shape
their own businesses is too shallow?

4.4 Farming’s relationship to rural
communities and wider society

There is likely to be a social price to pay for continued
structural changes to farming. Some of this is paid by
farmers themselves. With fewer fellow farm workers
or farmers nearby they are themselves now more
isolated. They have less back-up in case of accidents,
an ever present danger in farming working with large



animals and heavy machinery. Their own well-being
is also at risk, not helped by the erosion of farmer
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long contributed in distinctive ways to their local
communities through, for instance:

to farmer contact and networks. This lack of support

must contribute in part to the very high rates of .

Sitting on parish and other councils.

suicide in farming, the second highest in the country.

Unfortunately, such changes are also affecting

* Providing facilities such as buildings and fields for
community events.

farmers’ relationships with their communities. Many

farmers have strong, long-term connections to their .
local patch. Farming families tend to stay in the same

area for a century or more and small farms are most

likely to be family farms.®¢ This continuity means

Being a fourth emergency service. Farmers have
heavy machinery and the skills to use it to help
move stranded vehicles, clear fallen trees, debris or
snow or help out in floods.

they should have stronger ties across generations

and through social and family relationships, which
builds valuable social capital.®’” Farmers have also

However, as farming has altered, so has its
relationship to the rural community. Farmers have

CASE STUDY RURAL REGENERATION; CO-OPERATION; SELF-EMPLOYMENT

Stream Farm, Broomfield, Somerset

Stream Farm occupies 250 acres (101 hectares) of the
Quantock Hills near Broomfield in Somerset. James and
Henrietta Odgers bought the farm in 2002. They started with
a clear but unusual purpose: to apply their long experience
of helping business start-ups with women on benefits from
the African and Caribbean communities in London to a rural
setting. They wanted to bring life and community back to
the countryside by creating a ‘share farm’, founded on values
of cooperation, engagement and shared Christian belief. So
far they have helped a dozen new farmers in this way. They
count nine national Great Taste Awards and 14 Taste of the
West awards among their accolades and their lamb has been
judged among the best in the country. They have twice won
Best Meat in Bristol.

The Share Farm concept has enabled the farm to grow
from an initial herd of just 28 pedigree Dexter cattle to more
than 150 and a flock of 26 pedigree Hampshire Down sheep
to around 300 in 2017. The farm also converted to fully
certified organic status in 2006. Much of the beef and lamb
is sold directly to the public through their own box scheme.

A third business buys in Devonshire Gold chicks with 125

sold each week to the public or restaurants as organic free
range chickens. In addition there is an apple orchard of about
two hectares which produces around 800 cases of juice a

year from five varieties of apple and a trout farm which sells
rainbow trout as fresh or oak-
cured fillets. There are also
still and sparkling spring water
businesses and a new honey
enterprise. Many of these
businesses have already picked
up awards.

Each business on the
farm operates under a Share
Farming arrangement between
James and Henrietta and the
people running each enterprise
with produce sold under the
umbrella Stream Farm brand.
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The couple provide the land and the capital and share some
of the gross income but each enterprise runs its own business
with the aim of earning a worthwhile livelihood and gaining
vital business and farming experience. After a minimum of a
year, preferably two, people are encouraged to move on. They
leave with farming understanding and business nous. Most
importantly perhaps, they have taken responsibility for their
own enterprise and built the confidence to set up their own
independent businesses. The churn of people naturally opens
up opportunities for others to come on board. As James says:
‘Our values are shaped by the principles of Mohammed Yunus,
founder of the Grameen Bank and which supports micro-
finance in Bangladesh. Unlike wage employment models,

it’s important that we give others the chance to become self-
employed as a matter of dignity. It’s not the same as working
for someone else who tells you what to do and takes so much
of the fruit of one’s labour.’

The farm runs co-operatively with land and equipment
shared. Everyone can lend a hand when there is a need for
labour, whether to clear out the cattle sheds or prepare trout
for market, making the work more sociable and fun. For
James the overarching aim is that this model should be easy
to replicate elsewhere.

Despite this simplicity, there is something remarkable
about the farm and the people behind it. It stands in stark
contrast to the looming but gloomy picture of a rural England
populated by fewer and fewer
farmers and the consequent
loss of community. Whether it is
the diversity of businesses, the
co-operative community, the
shared values and endeavours
or the production of best of food
in harmony with nature, the
achievements at Stream Farm
are impressive. It must be hoped
that this or similar models
of support for new, dynamic
farmers can be reproduced
across the country.
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withdrawn in recent times from rural life. This relates
to a wish to avoid criticism of their farming methods,
lack of time and a big drop in the number of full-time
farmers. Surveys of complaints about farming also
indicate that larger farms are more remote from their
local communities: an increase in farm size is strongly
linked to the level of complaints farmers receive from
the public.°®

All this shows we need to consider how further
structural change will affect our understanding of
farming and the public’s relationship to it, both in
rural communities and more widely. If the size of
farms continues to grow there will be a loss of human
scale. And in these circumstances how can we be
connected in any real sense to where our food comes
from or how it is produced? The more remote farmers
become, the less likely it is the public will recognise
the industry as offering something special. The more
corporate it appears to be, the less we may value it
as a special industry, deserving special treatment. If
farming fails to provide clear public benefits, other
than producing food that we pay for in any case, then
the public — and the Treasury who post-CAP will hold
the purse strings — could legitimately ask why we
should invest in farming at all.

4.5 Less varied countryside and impact on
wildlife

The marked variety of the English countryside is one
of its great qualities. Natural variability in soils is a
contributing factor as well as lie of the land, weather,
farming culture and traditions. The range of farms of
differing sizes, from small-holdings to historic estates,
are all contributors to this richness.

The progressive loss of farms, and where this occurs,
their merger and consolidation into larger holdings
can threaten to erode the variability between farms
in the landscape. Farms must differ according to who
manages them and for what purpose. There will be
natural variations between them due to differences

in occupancy and farmer attitudes, priorities, skills
and resources, among other things. Conversely, the
more land that is managed with the same business
purpose by one farmer, the less natural variation
there will be in aspects such as cropping selection,
timing and patterns.®® So, consolidation of land might
lead to more homogeneity in a given area. If the
natural variability between farms is reduced, then
mechanisms to support more diverse management
on each farm become more important. This effect
might also be exacerbated if the farming itself were
highly specialised or simplified with a small number
of crops on a short rotation. While there is nothing

to say small farms cannot be very specialised or
simplified, or large ones highly diverse, there is a risk
that simplification of land management is a response
to the growing complexity that comes with managing
a larger acreage and running a larger business. As
businesses grow in scale they inevitably become
more complex to administer, requiring greater
expertise and expense.”® Large fields of monoculture
can be the result.

The stark changes in some areas since the 1970s,
encouraged by CAP money and Government policy

to maximise production, should be a reminder of the
risks. The major changes came from ‘labour efficiency,
mechanisation and specialisation” where the result
was ‘in some areas ..complete reorganisation of

the farm: much larger fields with inevitable loss of

CASE STUDY MIXED ORGANIC LIVESTOCK AND ARABLE FARM; OUTSTANDING LANDSCAPE; SPECIES-

Cow Hall, Clun, Shropshire

Cow Hall is a 139 acre (56 hectare) upland farm in the Clun
Valley in the south-western part of the South Shropshire Hills
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). The landscape
here varies from upland grassland and arable fields, divided
by narrow wooded valleys and broadening out to larger more
regular fields down to flat valley floors. There are highly
valuable areas for nature, while farming, dominated by
livestock, is integral to the character of the landscape, its
tranquillity, sense
of history and
place. Thereis a
mosaic of farms of
all sizes forming a

The large majority
are traditional
farmsteads
occupying much of

patchwork of fields.

the same land since at least the late 19th century.”
Joy Greenall and Mark Measures, who manage Cow
Hall farm, exemplify the care, knowledge and sensitivity
demanded to manage this fragile landscape. The farm is
characteristic of the area with small, irregular fields bounded
by hedgerows — the largest is only seven acres — hay meadows
and wet pastures. It is outstanding for its two species-rich
hay meadows — a highly depleted national habitat — with an
extraordinary 145 different plants recorded. The farm has
been in the family for at least four generations and, as far as
Joy knows, the hay meadows have never been ploughed and
only lime and slag have been used on the farm in that time.
Unsurprisingly, nature conservation sits at the heart of the
management of the farm, which Joy and Mark run organically.
The farm is a mixture of livestock (Hereford cattle and Clun
Forest and Kerry Hill sheep) and arable. The farmhouse sits
at 800 feet above sea level and slopes up to the top field at
1,350 feet. Soils in the area are generally prone to erosion so
the steeply sloping fields are kept as permanent pasture and

18 CPRE | Food and Farming Foresight Paper 2 | Uncertain harvest | August 2017



Impacts of loss | 4

connections through hedges or field margins. Large-
scale monocultures provide intense bursts of nectar
but they are too short to sustain populations and
some bees, for example, may only forage over a few
hundred metres, others over kilometres.

So, even if it isn’t a given that large farms will
manage the environment badly, any further loss
of farm diversity poses a real risk. Research shows
the smallest farms (below 20ha) hold the highest
concentration of parcels of deciduous woodland,
semi-natural vegetation and extensive grass.
Farms of under 50ha held a quarter of such areas
of ‘conservation capital’ in ‘pastoral’ landscapes
(those characterised by ‘large areas of grassland,
small fields, hedgerows and small woods’).”® We do
not know the impact of recent farm losses on such
conservation capital. At the very least we would
hedgerows, trees, drainage ditches, small woods and expect there to be a loss of detailed knowledge of a
ponds’.”® Landscape and nature suffered dramatically parcel of land and its attributes as lifetime farmers
in areas like Huntingdonshire where the loss of habitat  leave the industry. In such pastoral landscapes there

has been described as ‘appalling’.’“ Farmers were may also be a loss of skills and understanding of
supported to remove hedgerows, drain wetter fields livestock genetics and breeding, which are linked to
and plough up semi-natural meadows and grasslands.  land management and landscape, as in the ‘hefted’

Ancient field patterns were lost, especially in lowland flocks of Herdwick sheep in Cumbria.”
arable landscapes.
Much more research is needed about the landscape

The increase in arable area, larger field sizes and and biodiversity implications of structural changes
loss of semi-natural grasslands and hedgerows to farm sizes and, simply put, who manages what
contributed to greater uniformity in rural landscapes land over what area for what purpose. Until we know
and a significant loss of habitat diversity. This has more, we rightly should be concerned if further

been shown to affect the ability of wildlife species to farms continue to disappear in the coming years and
find food and raise young and pollinator species in decades.

particular have suffered serious declines.”> Research
shows diversity of pollinating insects is highest where
there are natural and semi-natural habitats with good

RICH MEADOWS

the only arable fields cover 30 acres of flatter land at higher
altitudes. These provide most of the fodder for the farm and
are kept in a rotation of various crops, including legqumes and
clover to build fertility.

The way Joy and Mark farm contributes to maintaining
the mainly pastoral landscape and avoids intensive arable
and grassland and the attendant risks of run-off of soils and
nutrients. But, with a generally cool climate and high rainfall,

the area is challenging to farm to earn a good living. Natural The future for this kind and size of farm, so integral to

handicaps mean their land is designated a Less Favoured Area.’””  the character of the area, is uncertain. Many questions arise
Public funding via the CAP has been essential to maintaining about the impact on the local environment, but also on jobs
a viable income with a low intensity form of management. and other businesses in the area, as well as the community,
The landscape and wildlife conservation on the farm has been if farms like this are not encouraged. Joy estimates that the

supported by various agri-environment schemes since the first farm employs 20 different people over the year and trades
Environmentally Sensitive Area scheme for Clun some 30 years  with 35 other businesses in the area. If such farms are to

ago. The current ten-year Organic Higher Level Stewardship survive then they will need to be supported with advice and
agreement guarantees them additional income in return for the  public funds and structured so as to provide and reward the
conservation work undertaken and the environmental services labour, time and expertise needed to manage such precious
provided by the farm. areas productively, while benefiting the environment.
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What lies ahead?

20

Here we examine the potential risks that
farming faces when the UK leaves the EU.
We also explore some of the opportunities
—as well as the many unknowns.

The Brexit debate has put politics and our future
trading relationships firmly at the heart of national
debate. While rarely central to the discussion,
agriculture has been put under the spotlight in a way
not seen for some time. An Agriculture Bill is one of
only eight core pieces of Brexit legislation presented
in the Queen’s Speech for the 2017 Parliament. These
bills will establish a new legal framework to replace
over 40 years of pan-European legislation and rules.
Most importantly, leaving the EU will sweep away the
CAP, which has, for good and bad, influenced the way
farming in England is done and the wider countryside.

Shaping agricultural policy anew offers political
leaders a once in a generation opportunity to
transform policy objectives, to regenerate the industry
and restore the health of the countryside. Momentous
change brings with it the possibilities for real
innovation, but it also carries risks. Unsurprisingly, it
is clearer what could be lost than what the new post-
Brexit order has to offer.

5.1 The risks

Done badly, Brexit represents a serious threat to
farming. That raises questions about what might happen
to the number and types of farms that can survive the
choppy waters ahead. The threats are both political and
economic but inevitably intertwined. In political terms,
the EU has kept farming at its core and so has provided a
long period of relative economic stability.

Before the Second World War, farming in this country
had suffered a long depression with areas of land
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abandonment. Farm production was given a huge
stimulus by war-time and post-war support for a
strong farming sector to address food shortages. Since
1973, the CAP has benefited UK farming through the
value placed on the farmed economy and its role in
society across wider Europe. So for two generations
farming has enjoyed preferential trade arrangements,
production subsidies and, latterly, area-based income.
The loss of the CAP could weaken collective political
support and remove preferential access to the single
market but also see farming lose the protection of
significant trade barriers to global imports.

Most seriously perhaps, the overriding impression

is that, outside Defra, Whitehall has never really
appreciated the importance of farming. The
dissolution of its dedicated ministry, the Ministry

of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF), in 2002 is
symbolic of this. Being placed within Defra puts it at
one remove from the Trade and Industry brief, despite
farming underpinning food processing, our largest
manufacturing sector. This could leave farming
under-represented and vulnerable to becoming

a ‘sacrificial lamb’ in future trade negotiations.
Repatriation of our EU contribution — with much of

it a payment into farming — puts the budget back

in the hands of the Treasury. It isn’t yet clear that

it intends to continue funding farming after 2022.
Farming may also be left under-represented in trade
negotiations, with freer access to the UK for imported
food offered to secure overseas access to financial
services or manufactured goods.

Strong political support for farming would help
avoid some of the worst outcomes of Brexit.

These could involve seismic change to trade and
the support it receives. If the UK fails to secure a
dedicated trade deal with the EU that will expose UK
trade to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules.
This could see tariffs imposed on key UK exports
such as the £300 million of lamb and mutton we
sell to countries such as France and Italy each year
and an end to frictionless trading with our major
market. In addition, border checks would impose
further costs and delays. With declining domestic
production and reliance on the EU for key foods
including fruit and vegetables serious questions
have been raised about the security and resilience
of our food supply.”® We might also face the risk of
free trade deals opening up with the United States,
New Zealand, Australia, Brazil and Argentina. These
could bring in cheap meat with lowered standards
of production and welfare that could undercut the
fragile livestock sector.



At another extreme, there have been repeated calls
for a rapid move towards a non-existent or very low
‘subsidy’ regime as in New Zealand. With many
sectors of the industry such as cereals, livestock
and mixed farming failing to make profit from

agriculture at all, this could lay waste to sectors and
regions.”® It has been estimated that up to a quarter

of farms would be made unviable® and the impacts
could be felt beyond farming — research suggests
up to 250,000 SME jobs could be lost with many in
the rural economy.®! Nil public funding post-2022
has not yet been mooted by Government but nor
has it been ruled out and it has strong political and
media proponents.

(. XS X3 1(1))28 NEW ENTRANTS; TENANT FARMING;
COMMUNITY ASSETS

County council farms: first-time farmers and

the long-term view?®?

England’s estate of county council farms occupies 1% of the farmed
land in the country or around 90,000 hectares. But the area has
decreased by a third since the late 1980s.%* The original purpose

of county farms was to help people who were not from a farming
background to get started in the industry.®* If the farming sector
wants to innovate and adapt to future changes, the need to attract
new blood is greater than ever. County farms are well placed to take
on that role — both successfully and profitably.

For example, two counties, Cambridgeshire and Staffordshire, are
reinvigorating their farm estates to improve income for the council
and support first generation farmers. Others such as Buckinghamshire
have added land. Cambridgeshire has focused on offering farm
business tenancies to help new entrants with good business plans
and strong ideas who are also able to pay a competitive rent. This,
according to assets manager Hugo Mallaby, ‘helps with the ripple
effect both in terms of ideas and rent, which does push itself across
the estate’.®* They also offer part-time tenancies and bare land for
others to expand. Staffordshire has also let land for fixed terms — up
to ten years for starters and 16 for those progressing. But after a
maximum 26 years farmers must move on. This churn means the
estate can help more new entrants to get established.

There are lessons to be drawn from the forward-thinking
approach of Cambridgeshire and Staffordshire. Councils and tenants
can benefit. Both authorities are modernising and investing in their
estates, giving vital opportunities to new farmers and increasing
income. Careful assessment of the holdings means land can also
be sold or released for development. This allows the council to help
provide community assets such as land for schools, a cemetery or, as
in Staffordshire, a BMX track, at low cost.

There is surely scope for county farms to develop further to
become beacons of a more diverse farming industry. It would be
one which offers good access to new farmers, which engages and
connects with its local community — perhaps by selling direct to
local authority caterers or linking up with local agricultural colleges
or improving farm access to the public — and which improves the
local environment and landscape. County council farms offer a
model that is far from bust. Indeed, with the right framework, it has
huge potential.

Risks and opportunities| 5

The impact of an extreme financial squeeze on
farming would be severe, as would the resultant
radical restructuring. The farms with less capital, or
access to it, may struggle to ride out the worst or
adjust in time. No doubt many farmers of retirement
age would stop farming, sell up or lease out their
land. This could lead to further loss of farms or
consolidation or fragmentation of holdings and

even abandonment of marginal land. The associated
effects would be along the lines discussed in section
4. With current political uncertainties and policy at an
early stage of development, it is difficult to know how
likely this is or the extent of the risk.

5.2 The opportunities

The opportunities that Brexit offers farming should
not be underestimated. Given the right political
framework there is huge potential for very positive
change.

Leaving the CAP has many advantages and the new
farming policy could:

* Be flexible and better tailored to national
conditions for farming.

* Target existing funding much more effectively
towards nationally defined purposes.

* Be reformed rapidly along with funding
mechanisms to support clear public benefits,
including restoration of wildlife, protection of
natural assets and better public access to the
countryside.

* Address farming sustainability and resilience
without the watering down policy process in the EU
(and give the UK the chance to show leadership on
farming, climate change and fair trading).

* Target need to better support farmers just about
managing (‘jams’) rather than those who get the
cream.

* Strengthen support for creating new opportunities
in farming, particularly for new entrants, to drive
innovation, new products and build new markets.

¢ Rethink farming policy in the round to align it with
food and supply chain policy and regulation and
environmental enhancement.

Brexit could have other positive effects. The UK has a
large annual balance of trade deficit on food, feed and
drink of £22.5 billion. The deficit on fruit and vegetables
is over £9 billion 8¢ Brexit could provide the stimulus to
rebuild horticulture in a way that engages communities
in producing affordable, healthy food of which they need
to eat more. Professor Alan Buckwell has predicted that
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loss of CAP support could result in a better sharing of
risk across the food supply chain. This could mean that
businesses up and downstream of farming adjust their
pricing to accommodate to the new reality. As a result,
they would bear and share more of the costs.?’

There are also some within farming who would
prefer the greater freedom of having no financial
support. They recognise that direct payments can be
a hindrance to positive change and have, over time,
made farmers less responsive to the markets they
sell into. Loss of the Basic Payment Scheme funding
would be a major disruption to farming and could be
catastrophic for farm incomes. But, with a sensible
transition period to allow farms to adjust and more
targeted investment in farming for greater public
benefit, the sector could emerge better aligned with its
markets and customers.

5.3 The unknowns

For now, much of this must remain conjecture for
two main reasons. On the risk side, this is because
the impact of the continuing loss of farms and of
farm diversity has been under-researched and off
the farm policy agenda. We lack the information

to understand the ramifications of different Brexit
scenarios and different policy responses for the
structure of farming in the future. This hinders the
wide-ranging public debate we need to have. On

the opportunity side, there are positive signs from
Government that the new settlement for farming will
consider radical change and better value for public
money. There is also unprecedented engagement
from civic society in the debate about the future
shape of policy and of farming. If Government,
industry and civic society can truly work together on
this, there is cause for hope.

ENVIRONMENTAL LEADERSHIP; INNOVATION; ANIMAL WELFARE;
SUSTAINABILITY; PRODUCER DIVERSITY; PREMIUM PRODUCT

David and Helen Brass,
Lakes Free Range Eggs Co Ltd, Cumbria

David and Helen Brass won the SME (Small and Medium size
Enterprise) category of the Business in the Community Defra
Environmental Leadership Awards in July 2017, giving them
national recognition for the excellence of their business. It is
not difficult to see why.

They started from modest beginnings in 1989 on the
family farm where David grew up: his family have been
dairy, beef and sheep farmers in Cumbria since the 1870s.
Their first foray into poultry was Helen keeping 200 free
range Shaver chickens on 40 acres at Meg Farm near Penrith.
The initial impetus was to bring in extra money since farm
income was getting tight, but David and Helen say: ‘Since
day one we have followed a belief that environmental
provenance and animal welfare go hand in hand and can
create commercially viable, sustainable family farms.’

Their first commercial free range egg production went
hand in hand with pioneering work to enrich the range for
the chickens: they were the first egg producers to plant large
numbers of native trees and hedgerow shrubs to provide
shelter for the hens but also to support native wildlife.
Chickens are descended from jungle fowl so woodland is
an ideal habitat. The chickens can indulge
in natural behaviour and are less stressed
so produce better quality eggs. The concept
also makes good commercial sense. Research
done in conjunction with the farm and
published in the Veterinary Record in 2012
shows that tree cover improves egg shell
quality and reduces ‘seconds’ at collection
and packing stages. ®® The 1-2% improvement
in Grade A eggs pays back the cost of tree
planting at around £2,000 per hectare in just
6 months.

The growth of their egg production led to

David and Helen forming the Lakes Free Range Egg Co Ltd in
1997. They continue to be industry pioneers, now supplying
to McDonald’s, Sainsbury’s, Tesco and Booths in the north.
The eggs secure a premium price for their environmental
and welfare credentials, provenance and traceability. This is
far from mere marketing.

Their packing station has been transformed into a state-
of-the-art facility: it includes rainwater harvesting and
a district heating system for the village. It is energy and
carbon neutral and sends no waste to landfill. David and
Helen have also harnessed local skills in building work and
traditional animal husbandry. They are supplied by local
farmers, almost all small family farms with a long tradition
of raising livestock with around half on marginal land in
‘severely disadvantaged areas’. As a result, younger family
members have returned to their farms and can earn a viable
living. The average age is 44. They are a keen, dedicated
team and willing to try new ideas.

The business helps new producers get started with
business planning, husbandry, siting and planning consent
for new buildings and securing finance from local banks.
They also require producers to plant 20% of their own range
with trees and shrubs, which they supply. All the producer
farms are required to put in place a Biodiversity Action Plan
(BAP) for their farm too. As a result over 6,000
acres are now covered by BAPs and 150,000
trees have been planted. Barn owls and red
squirrels are already benefiting.

These are uncertain times for farming but
David believes there are many opportunities
ahead, including for export. He is clear that
that the industry needs dynamic, young,
open-minded people willing to adopt new
methods. Doing things in a different way is
something he and Helen have demonstrated
amply. There is a lesson there for a whole
new generation of farmers.
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Questions to answer

In recent years the amount of research
on the issue of farm size in England
has been modest.* This leaves many
questions to be answered. Below we list
some of the most pressing.

The Government needs to undertake a comprehensive
analysis of the spectrum of farms and management
structures across different sectors and regions to assess
their economic, social and environmental value. This
should assess their strengths and weaknesses and

the opportunities and threats they face under current
trading and policy arrangements and various Brexit
scenarios. This should be started as early as possible.
Indeed, Defra is more than likely to have begun this
work already. The problem is we do not know.

It is crucial this research is done and is shared widely.*
This is a prerequisite for the informed national debate
we need to have on the future of farming. In simpler
terms we need to understand what is happening in

the sector and why; what is the impact of current farm
losses, and what could happen post-Brexit. Here are
some questions that could inform the research:

1. What is happening to farm size structures?
In simple terms, we need to have a better
understanding of farm numbers and changes to the
structure of the industry. There is little information
published on farm sizes above 200ha, though clearly
and for some time now many businesses have been
operating across much larger holdings and multiple
farms and buying in additional land. This data

needs to be tied into information on movement of
farms across size categories: how many farms are
expanding and contracting and for what reasons?

For those farms that disappear from official figures
and are no longer deemed ‘commercial’, why have
they changed? Have they contracted, withdrawn from
intensive production or been sold and consolidated or
fragmented into smaller parcels, whether let, shared
or otherwise? This kind of questioning should also
establish how many existing farms are functioning

as commercial businesses and how many are only
notionally ‘active’. And it should reveal how much of
the land is under management control elsewhere such
as via contract arrangements for cropping.

2. Why is it happening?

Why we are losing farms will be more difficult to
determine. Undoubtedly, external economic factors
and internal factors to the business will be relevant.
Real causes of decline, especially where there is

business failure, will be difficult to establish. Yet, if we
are to shape policy to support farms to perform better
and become more resource efficient, sustainable and
profitable, then a better understanding of the major
causes of farm loss is essential. This analysis should
go hand in hand with identifying the major financial,
market and policy barriers to economic success for
farms, particularly where scale may be a factor.

3. What are the implications?

This paper has explored some of the evidence about the
impact of farm loss and reduced diversity. Clearly, there
is much more to learn. One key question is the impact
of farm loss on local rural economies. This includes the
relationship between farms, what they produce in food
and other services, and businesses that supply them

or are supplied by them. These links matter to the
provision of rural services and local supply chains right
through to retail outlets. The analysis must extend to
assessing the impact of farm loss on rural communities
and their relationship — positive and negative — with
farming. We also need to understand the effect of the
changing scale of the management unit that farms
represent, as they expand or contract — through various
land-tenure mechanisms — on the wider environment.
This should include the impact on landscape features
and connectivity, countryside character, natural

assets and resources and ecology. As part of this, the
implications for reservoirs of conservation capital and
their value for multiple environmental services must
be researched.

4. What will be the future impact?

Much of farming is currently economically fragile

and dependent, to a greater or lesser extent, on

public investment. Much is about to alter as we leave
the protection of the EU and the CAP. It is vital that
those engaged in this debate have authoritative

and accurate information about different trade

deals, their implications and the potential impact

on the spectrum of farm types. This has to connect
with analysis of the policy options available to
Government. It will also depend on how broad,
imaginative and innovative its thinking is. Will

it include, alongside targeting mechanisms for

public support, other policy issues such as land use
planning, taxation and market regulation? We need to
know which farms are most at risk, what the impact
of their loss might be and what Government priorities
are in terms of outcomes. We need to understand how
policy and public investment will address and secure
the economic, social and environmental sustainability
of farming. The role that farm diversity can play in
achieving this should be a primary consideration.

CPRE | Food and Farming Foresight Paper 2 | Uncertain harvest | August 2017 23



There has been little debate about the
overall decline in farm numbers and the
associated loss of diversity in farm sizes.
But with the Brexit negotiations, ending
of the CAP in the UK, future trade deals
and the new Agriculture Bill trailed in
the June 2017 Queen’s Speech, these
issues are all the more pressing. The
changes to institutions and policy are
fraught with uncertainty for farming

but also freighted with opportunity. We
have a real chance to develop a new,
positive vision for the sector and for its
relationship with the countryside it does
so much to manage.

The analysis and evidence in this report indicates that
farm size diversity matters to rural areas and to wider
society and that it warrants further investigation.
Such investigation is needed urgently — to sustain
open and informed public debate at a crucial juncture
in policy development and before further substantial
structural changes take place.

As the new Government considers its 25-year
Environment Plan and formulates the new Agriculture
Bill and a new agricultural policy, we recommend that
it should:

1. Analyse and present better Government
data on the size structure of the industry
and drivers of change.

Defra should review the nature of the data it collects
principally under the June Survey of Agriculture to
provide a more useful and meaningful picture of
structural change to guide future policy thinking.

It should review how it analyses and publishes its
findings on the structure of the farming industry,
particularly in in its annual report, Agriculture in the
UK and linked websites. It should:
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a. Revise tables of size groups of holdings (i.e. 2.3
and 2.4) which are out of date: three bands cover
around one quarter of holdings and the upper
band ‘100 hectares and over’ covers nearly three
quarters of land in England; the number of higher
size bands should be increased to better show farm
sizes and how they change.

b. Introduce more detailed analysis of changes within
and across size bands to indicate the number of
farms which are contracting or expanding or have
been consolidated into one holding or fragmented.

¢. Introduce new analysis of the key drivers of
change in the structure of the industry, as is done
for example in chapters on Farming Income or
Intermediate Consumption

d. Collate and analyse existing data — such as
by Savills — to publish annual statistics on
affordability of land, drivers of change and assess
the impact on farm businesses including barriers
to entry to new farmers. °1 %2

2. Fund and publish research to carry out an
extensive impact assessment of the historic
and continuing fall in farm numbers in
England.

This should consider:

a. The effect of loss of farms under 200 ha as well
as expansion of farms above 200 ha on the rural
economy, rural communities and the countryside
and the wider environment and the systemic
relationships between them.

b. The effect of changes to ownership and/or
occupancy of farm holdings on land management,
on natural capital and countryside character.

¢. The impact on access for new entrants and
opportunities for business development through
progression within the industry.

d. The effect of trade and policy in different Brexit
scenarios on farm numbers and structural
diversity.

Defra should give researchers access to all
anonymised data that could help with this research.
A Green Paper consultation on the new agricultural
policy or the 25 year Environment Plan should
commit to fund and publish this research.



3. Support an independent commission,
such as the new RSA-hosted Food,

Farming and Countryside Commission, to
comprehensively review policies to maintain
a structurally diverse farming industry.
Government should support this with data, staff
expertise and funds. This should:

a. Identify barriers and gaps across all policy areas:
CAP programmes including rural development,
taxation and rates, land-use planning, tenancy
legislation, market regulation and the role of local
authorities and Local Enterprise Partnerships.

b. Consider the pros and cons of different models of
public funding including tiered/ tapered models
from the EU and globally; it should assess the
economies of scale in delivering environmental
services available to larger businesses and value for
money objectives.

c. Review the role of the current and new markets,
better market regulation and information to
consumers in delivering environmentally sensitive
and sustainable farming.

d. Be charged with making wide-ranging
recommendations for policy change in the
light of policy flexibility post-CAP and to which
Government will respond.

4. Maintain public investment to secure
farmers’ incomes for an interim period and
commit to targeted long-term funding to
maintain a diverse farmed countryside.
The Government should confirm current levels of
funding beyond 2022 and for the long term. For

the medium term Government should continue
investing in farming to prevent damaging structural
change and loss of diversity by giving farmers time
to adjust new economic realities and environmental
priorities post-CAP. The Government should phase

in funding to reward optimal delivery of public
benefits and avoidance of externalised costs (such

as net greenhouse gas emissions, flooding and water
pollution). Funding should be targeted to maintain a
diverse sector nationally and particularly to maintain
areas of culturally and environmentally important
landscapes. We need to ‘protect the best and steadily
improve the rest’.

5. Set out a strategy to regenerate the
farming industry by supporting a new
generation of farmers with new entrants and
measures to transform performance across
the sector.

The new agriculture policy for England — and linked
to the 25-year Environment Plan — should contain
measures to bring together innovative, productive,
and resource-efficient farming with environmental
improvement to drive the development of new and
existing businesses. A wide-ranging set of measures
should be considered such as a low-cost/ free advice
service on environmentally and economically
sustainable farming practice, business and skills
development, benchmarking, knowledge transfer,
structures to enable mentoring and peer to peer
support, help with succession planning and access to
loans and grants. Also, measures should be tailored
to improve access to businesses with least resource,
including labour, the hardest to reach and those just
about managing or at risk. Incubator models such as
county council farms and share farms/share farming
should be supported, further developed and promoted.
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Starting the debate

The haemorrhaging of farms from the
industry is largely an untold story. The
research we have — apart from bare
statistics in official Government data —
suggests dramatic changes are taking
place. But we are only dimly aware of
the impact. Once farms and farmsteads
fall into inactivity, their land can be sold
off, fragmented or merged into a larger
business. Farmhouses become rural
retreats, not hives of productive farming
and hubs of business activity.

Over decades, farming has long been encouraged

by policy, public money and economic pressure

to expand and specialise to secure its future.

Mixed farming of arable with livestock has largely
disappeared. Farm numbers have declined steadily.
Farmers have retreated from the rural communities
they were at the heart of. The health and abundance
of nature has clearly suffered. So too has the vibrancy
of the countryside and the rich mosaic of fields and
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farms that has for centuries ensured its charm. Times
are uncertain and it’s hard to know what the future is
for farming.

The policies, which promoted much of the
rationalisation, have changed — and some farmers
are bringing back livestock, rebuilding soils and
replanting hedgerows and trees. However, as farm
numbers continue to slide, the farmed countryside
risks becoming less diverse again with less natural
variation from farm to farm. This will affect the nature
that farming has long-supported. Rising costs and
relentless downward pressure on prices means yet
more specialisation. And this may further deplete on-
farm diversity.

In truth, we do not understand well enough the
relationship between these different trends and how
they alter diversity of farms and land management.
We lack the research to show how these changes are
affecting — and will affect — the rural economy and the
prosperity, well-being and health of the countryside.
Without this knowledge, we are going blindfold into

a critical debate about the future of farming and, by
extension, the countryside with which it is profoundly,
fundamentally connected.

The Government can ensure that we are able to

share the information, analysis and understanding

as a crucial starting point. This paper calls on the
Government to put the structure of farming and

its diversity at the heart of its research agenda. We
also need a clearer idea of what society wants from
farming in order to produce a positive, inspiring and
exciting vision for farming and the countryside for the
generations to come.
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England, 2015/16 figure 3, p7. This shows that for 2015/16 on average
across all farms agricultural activity made a loss (stripping out BPS
income, diversified income and agri-environment payments). By sector
cereals, Least Favoured Areas livestock, lowland livestock and mixed
farming all made losses on agricultural activity.
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/562946/fbs-businessincome-statsnotice-27oct16.pdf

90 Much of this work could be done in house, or if not it should be rapidly
commissioned. Defra has much expertise and vast stores of data. It has
already made a welcome commitment to put some 10,000 data sets into
the public realm. Information will be more commercially sensitive on
farm size structure and finances but this surely can be overcome. There
is also an issue of public accountability and transparency. Farming has
received vast sums in financial support for more than 40 years but with
minimal public information about its deployment and the benefits.

80 See for example Defra, Farm Business Income by type of farm in
England, 2015/16 figure 3, p7 shows that on average across all farms
agricultural activity made a loss (stripping out BPS Income, diversified
income and agri-environment payments); by sector cereals, LFA and
lowland livestock and mixed farming all made losses on agricultural
activity. www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/562946/fbs-businessincome-statsnotice-27o0ct16.pdf
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See Savills World Research UK Rural, Market Survey UK Agricultural
Land 2016. http://pdf.euro.savills.co.uk/uk/rural---other/uk-agricultural-
land-2016-Ir.pdf For comparison, statistics on housing affordability are
currently compiled by the Homes and Communities Agency and The
Office for National Statistics.

92 Defra et al. Agriculture in the UK 2016, 2017 for instance does analyse
other input factors in agriculture such as energy or fertiliser costs and
their effect on the industry. See for example chapter 4 Accounts. For
land there is little analysis and only an aggregate capital value for the
country is given — see for example Table 4.4 Aggregate balance sheet for
the agricultural industry.
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