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Hedge Porn

June

Great Farm, North Norfolk

Yellow. A flash. Quick short wingbeats, one, two, three … four … five. Glide. Dip. Wingbeat … one, two, three, four … and rise again. Another power glide. And into the hedge. It’s gone. A male yellowhammer, no bigger than a sparrow but instantly recognisable for its lemon crown. The hedge is high, twelve feet or more where the land slopes downwards and just a touch to the south-west on this patch of chalky soil.

I’m sitting in my 4x4 where the ground slopes away gently at the corner of Tinkers Hole and the Twenty Acres, two of the fields at the heart of Great Farm. From this spot I can see only the fields, the hedgerows and the wide Norfolk sky. The air is pleasantly warm and the field margins are filled with wildflowers. Tall dark beacons of viper’s-bugloss with bright blue spiky flowers stand proud of the undergrowth, and here and there the pale spires of wild mignonette, the delicate yellow plant used in ancient times to make dye, wave gently in the light breeze. Below them, in the tangle of foliage just a few inches high, the shorter, stumpier, common mallow makes a show with its eye-catching fuchsia-pink petals. There are pure white ox-eye daisies by the thousands, and bees, hoverflies and dragonflies create a low rumbling soundscape. On patchy ground near the hedgeline, I spot night-flowering catchfly, sometimes called the ‘clammy cockle’, a rare plant that flowers during the dark and releases its scent to attract moths. It’s only in flower for a month or so, and not very spectacular, but it has five tiny double-lobed petals that look like bunny ears.

Here, there is a sense of abundance. The flowering plants have made a living carpet of colour, attracting hosts of insects for the birds to feast upon. This is the time of greatest variety, and when there’s maximum food in the fields. That means it’s also when most of the birds are nesting, laying and rearing their chicks. The track where I’m sitting is new, and it too has its role to play in the way this farm welcomes nature. In the tramlines made by the wheels of farm vehicles, a female grey partridge scurries ahead in a dead straight line on the scrubby ground. After a second or two I see five tiny chicks emerge from the long grass at the base of the hedge and follow her in single file. They like to forage for insects on paths where the undergrowth isn’t too thick, ducking into the crops or the hedgeline when she calls an alarm.

On the far side of Tinkers Hole I can see brown hares using the 13-hectare field as a giant boxing ring. Five, six – no, wait – seven animals are running back and forth on the open ground. They make short-lived pairs, circling and breaking apart as individual males seek to challenge one another and disrupt other courting couples. They dance and weave across the lower half of the field, ignoring me so long as I don’t open the truck door and step out. High above it all, there is a female marsh harrier gliding over the open ground but the hares carry on. It’s mating time and very little will interrupt them. And the harrier, in spite of her impressive four-foot wingspan, would be more likely to take a leveret than attack a healthy adult hare anyway.

Right now, my hedge is a safe place for the little yellowhammer. I keep watching and soon see more of these tiny birds making their way in and out of the foliage. In the space of a couple of minutes, I count seven or eight males coming and going. One bird perches on an arching bough, a bramble frond that bounces gently like a rocking horse under its weight. Then comes the song. The distinctive call of the yellowhammer is famous, the rapid half-dozen cheeps followed by the last, drawn-out note that countrymen say sounds like ‘a little bit of bread, and no cheese …’ There are linnets, too, flying in groups with a call that is higher pitched – chi-chi-chi-chi-chewchipchipchew – and even smaller than the yellowhammers, with a similar undulating flight but easily singled out by their pale raspberry-tinged breast feathers, as if they have been supping from a jam jar.

This is the time of year when every farm in the country should be looking its best. The hedge has more growing to do, but this year it’s putting its energy into producing berries. It will get bigger and bolder with each successive growing season, and then it will reach a natural limit. Meanwhile, there’s so much happening on the ground now: pink campion and musk mallow and shepherd’s purse. There is a stand of tall maiden’s tears – also known as bladder campion – the dainty fine petals emerging above its sack-like calyx. Crossbills have been spotted here, their overlapping beaks like scissors that have gone wrong, but designed perfectly for picking the seeds out of pine cones. The farm is buzzing and alive with a mass of colour and texture.

Eighteen months ago, when I arrived here, there were no yellowhammers or linnets nesting on the edge of this field. There were scarcely any breeding pairs of birds in evidence. This land had been farmed hard by a tenant for many years. It was in a rigorous cycle of root-crop rotations, and the soil had been ploughed right up to the hedgeline. The hedge itself was kept at six foot high, and brutally trimmed so that all the hedgerows on the farm were uniformly ‘neat’. But, since then, the hedge between Tinkers and the Twenty Acres has been left untrimmed. It’s dome shaped, not cut like a ‘flat top’ hairstyle, and now contains many different types of plants. After two seasons without being harshly cut with a mechanical flail, there are now fruits and seeds aplenty for the birds that nest in it. It’s got blackthorn and hawthorn which flower at different times, and brambles which will produce both flowers and fruit in a month or two. Aside from biodiversity for plants and insects, hedges are a useful shelter for livestock, and the cattle often browse on hazel, hawthorn and blackthorn, obtaining minerals from these plants which may be lacking in grass.

The simple logic is that there’s no good reason to cut this hedge. It’s not beside a road, so it isn’t obscuring any vehicle sightlines, nor is it taking up space that could be used for crops. Its size is important too, as only after a certain height does it produce enough cover and enough shelter from the rain to make it a safe home for birds to rear their chicks successfully. Songbirds like a high hedge – where they can sit and sing when they are marking out their territory and calling for a mate. I bring as many farmers here to this spot as I can. If you love hedges, then this one is what I jokingly call a prime example of ‘hedge porn’. It does what a hedge should do. It is the very image of what a hedge should look like.

Before we started managing the land at Great Farm in a more nature-friendly way, it was costing over £2,500 a year to cut these hedges. That might not sound like a lot of money, but it’s a significant saving when, according to Defra (the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) the average yearly income of all farm types in the UK in 2020 was £46,000. Within that, some £27,800 would have come from the Basic Payment Scheme, a subsidy system designed to give guaranteed income to every farm in the EU, and which replaced earlier subsidies paid to those who produced particular crops. It’s been a crucial part of the British agricultural system for many years. Perhaps unsurprisingly, a recent survey by the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) found that almost 90 per cent of farmers were in favour of hedgerow restoration as a simple carbon-cutting measure. It’s an easy win, but many landowners and farmers are still fixated on making things look ‘tidy’, whatever the environmental cost.

There are around half a million miles of hedgerow in England; that’s almost twice as much as the length of all the tarred roads, and by some calculations makes them our largest single nature reserve. Of the roughly 1,100 ‘priority species’ in the UK, more than 10 per cent of them are significantly associated with hedgerows. But that’s still less than half the amount of hedgerow that existed a century ago, and about a third of what existed in the 1950s, before everything in farming became supercharged by the need to make the industry efficient. Yet, the Environment Secretary recently called them ‘the single most important ecological building blocks in our farmed landscape’. Others have called them the ‘stitching in the countryside quilt’. In terms of the economy, one recent estimate claims that for every £1 spent on hedgerows, they will return £3.92 in ecosystem services and the economic activities associated with them. These include the enhancement of biodiversity, carbon sequestration and the provision of jobs and biofuels. For too long, too many farmers have treated hedges as if they are simple boundary markers, a fence that needs trimming to maintain an orderly shape. They have not treated them as living organisms that create habitat, refuge and forage, bringing wide benefits to the environment.

The government defines a hedgerow as a boundary line of trees or shrubs extending more than twenty metres, but less than five metres wide, and having no gaps more than twenty metres long. It’s important that these things are defined, so that they can be measured and assessed. Recent estimates say those hedges around the whole country will store around 9 million tonnes of carbon. The Climate Change Committee and the countryside charity CPRE (formerly the Council to Protect Rural England) are both urging the government to increase our network of hedgerows by 40 per cent by the middle of the century in order to help achieve the target of net zero carbon emissions. It’s already calculated that about 5 per cent of the carbon sequestration on English farms is carried out by existing hedgerows. Meanwhile, the independent Organic Research Centre calculates that one hectare (2.47 acres) of this habitat (between 3.5 and 6 metres wide) will sequester more than 130 tonnes of carbon per year. Food production and distribution account for about a fifth of the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions, and 40 per cent of those come from agriculture. As if that evidence isn’t compelling enough, the UK Centre for Ecology and Hydrology calculates that without hedgerows, pollinator numbers on farmland might be reduced by one-fifth. The diversity of plants within a hedge are its key attraction, and when they sit alongside intensively managed land they become even more important.

The loss of our historic patchwork of hedges (you might think of them as the veins of the countryside) is the legacy of the drive for more productive farming over the past seventy years. And it’s not just the hedges and the wildflower meadows; we’ve also lost half of our ancient woodlands and 90 per cent of lowland ponds. Why? Because for most of the twentieth century, more yield per hectare became the mantra. In the Second World War, the amount of land used for arable production in the UK increased by 50 per cent to almost 8 million hectares (20 million acres). Up until then Britain was only producing about 30 per cent of its own food, but by the end of the war the nation was growing 75 per cent of what it needed.

Since then the trend has been downward, and it’s now only about 6 million hectares (15 million acres). However, from the end of the war up until the millennium, yields per acre for things like wheat, oats and barley tripled. Globally, the story is very similar. According to the 2021 Dimbleby report, a review conducted for the government into the national food strategy, in this new Green Revolution we are producing 1.7 times as much food as in 1960, on about a third of the land.

That might sound like a good thing, but to make fields work harder and produce those higher yields it has been increasingly necessary to add chemicals both to the land and to the growing crops. Anything that competed with the crops – animals or other plants and insects – was classified as pest, vermin, weed or blight. The irony of that way of thinking is that hedgerows, all too often ripped out in the name of ‘efficiency’, were a key reservoir of predators that kept pests under control in the crop fields. In winter, they sheltered livestock from the wind, and in summer they gave them shade. They provide a long list of benefits, or to use the current terminology – they increase the ‘delivery of ecosystem services’. Getting rid of so many of them was a disaster.

Perhaps more seriously damaging than the chemical and mechanical assault on the land, in this post-war journey to maximum production, has been the shift in the way we think about the land and what lives on it. When I was talking to a farmer recently about how we could incorporate a wildflower meadow in a strip around some of his fields to increase biodiversity, he was sceptical. I pointed out that the insects the flowers attracted would support great bird numbers, and he would be rewarded with government payments for a stewardship scheme aimed at helping nature. The idea of growing something which would not directly be part of what he could sell was hard for him to swallow. ‘But that’s not what I’m used to doing,’ he said. ‘I have spent my whole career killing the things I don’t need!’

On Great Farm, I’ve made some small changes that allow the land to remain in food production, but which also allow nature to thrive. Not just survive, but prosper. With a bit of forethought it’s not very difficult to achieve. And I believe that pretty much every farm in Britain can do the same, without damaging the amount of food we produce. This doesn’t mean turning the land into some kind of artificial wildlife park. This book is about how to bring about small changes that could save the countryside for farming and for nature. I’ve spent over thirty years working on the land and I’m optimistic about the way nature can recover, despite all the terrible things we’ve done in the name of efficiency and modernisation.

Anyone who’s interested in restoring the natural environment and redressing the balance of nature so that wildflowers, birds, amphibians, fish, insects, other invertebrates and indeed the soil itself can thrive, needs to understand some basic facts about the way the countryside works. They should also understand that over 70 per cent of the UK’s land area is used for agriculture. That’s almost 19 million hectares (47 million acres), with just over a third of it (i.e. 25 per cent of the total country) given over to arable farms, with much of the remainder being grassland or pasture for livestock. Around one-third of our total agriculture area is used for crops, with a further 5 per cent for woodland. Defra says that cereals – mainly wheat and barley – account for half of the croppable area. The farmland is home to about 9.6 million cattle (beef and dairy), 32.7 million sheep and lambs, just over 5 million pigs and about 180 million poultry (of which chickens are almost 120 million). That agricultural land is divided up into around 180,000 farms, employing just shy of half a million people.

In Britain, the number of people who work the land has been steadily decreasing, partly due to increased mechanisation and partly due to a dearth of young people wanting to get into farming. In 2020 there were officially 107,000 self-employed farmers, a sizeable reduction from 138,000 the previous year; as recently as 2014 there were as many as 167,000 farmers in the country. The trend is ever downward. Those farming businesses still going are now mostly being run by farmers with an average age of just below sixty – and that’s already come down significantly in the last few years. Barriers that stop younger people taking over farms – including the price of rural housing and low farm wages – are another factor in why some of the less enlightened practices have persisted so long.

It should be pretty obvious that if you want to improve our natural environment, you need to talk to our farmers. And, when you think about some of those big numbers, consider that there are just over two hundred national nature reserves in England, covering less than 100,000 hectares (slightly more than a quarter of a million acres). That’s only about 0.7 per cent of the country. Much as I hate to say it, we’re not going to do very much for improving national biodiversity and saving endangered species by putting our efforts into those small areas. It’s probably not a good idea to think of restricting our wildlife, whether it be plants, animals or insects, to these patches. It would result in a few isolated islands of ‘life’, which would not be much better than creating zoos. It’s pretty clear that the natural world is not something we ‘add on’ to our daily lives when we feel like it. We actually depend on it for our survival.

For many people, especially the older generation, an idyllic memory of what the English countryside is like persists. It’s embalmed in literature and films, triggered by hearing the theme tune of The Archers and by half-remembered children’s books. Whether it’s Tales from Beatrix Potter, Enid Blyton’s Famous Five or Roald Dahl’s Danny, the Champion of the World, these stories are cultural pillars that have become deeply engrained in our vision when we think about the countryside. Adult literature is equally powerful, even when it conjures darker themes about the harshness of an agricultural world in Thomas Hardy, its humorousness as described in Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm, or the bucolic innocence of village life as it confronts modernisation in Laurie Lee’s Cider with Rosie. Other seminal works have imbued the essential qualities of individual species in imagination, from the cheekiness of otters in Gavin Maxwell’s Ring of Bright Water to the free-spiritedness of hunting birds in Barry Hines’s A Kestrel for a Knave or their rapacious efficiency as detailed by J.A. Baker’s country diary of The Peregrine. These books, often capturing a wider, multigenerational audience by being turned into films, all contribute to a slow drip feed that has built a folk memory of ‘the country’ that we hold dear.

What people don’t always understand is that when our landscapes were rich in nature and embodied some ideal of ‘Englishness’, it was because of farming, not in spite of it. In his seminal History of the Countryside, Oliver Rackham points out that there is a dangerous fallacy, known as the ‘Kaleidoscope Myth’, which asserts that we tend to love the things we are familiar with and hold features in the landscape dear that we have ‘always’ seen. However, he believes we should not be afraid of change, because it has always been present. In most cases those familiar features are the result of how the land has been farmed. Rackham observes that ‘except for town expansion, almost every hedge, wood, heath, fen etc. on the Ordnance Survey maps of 1870 is still there on the air photographs of 1940.’ It’s worth bearing that in mind when we try to comprehend how big the changes in our countryside environment have been since the end of the war. At that time, when my parents were children, ‘Much of England,’ Rackham observes, ‘would have been instantly recognizable by Sir Thomas More.’

However, what’s changed since 1945 isn’t necessarily the static aerial view of our patchwork of fields and rivers, it’s the balance of living things portrayed in the much-loved books and films I mention. That vibrancy and the element of surprise in spotting birds or animals or flowers as we walk about the countryside has largely disappeared, although there is arguably still a community of people who think of themselves as country folk and who hold dear a set of values and lifestyle that differs quite radically from what they regard as urban or metropolitan. However, the way the country community works and earns its living off the land has also changed in very significant ways. Somehow, slowly and stealthily, while we were in pursuit of productivity and profit, we jumped on a treadmill of ever-increasing yield and input. Hay meadows, the quintessential symbol of what the English countryside has lost, were very much part of a farmed system – yet they provided a rich and varied diet for our livestock whilst also benefiting nature. Since the 1930s, however, over 97 per cent of those meadows have disappeared – equivalent to an area one and a half times the size of Wales. Harebells, ragged robin and field scabious, bird’s foot trefoil, wild red clover and spider orchids have largely gone with them, flowers that were easily recognisable for a country child back then.

Without the cooperation and positive engagement of farmers, any attempt at redressing some of the environmental damage we have done to the countryside will be futile. To those who want to protect the things that make the English landscape special, my message is simple: farmers are not the enemy. I think we also need to remember that the countryside we think we want to ‘preserve’ is not necessarily natural – it’s been managed and shaped and bent to our needs for thousands of years. In other words, we have been changing and affecting what goes on in the countryside for a very long time. But in recent decades we have intervened in a more targeted and radical way, especially when it comes to allowing wild species – or those classified as ‘noncommercial’ – to survive within our farmed environment. There is, at times, an irrational fear of ‘weeds’ and ‘invasive’ plants or pests, which can often be effectively managed or made less of a ‘problem’ by changing the time of year at which we do certain things, rather than always reaching for the arsenal of chemicals that the agrichemical industry provides. That habit needs to change.

The evidence for species decline and the degradation of our landscape is grim. By some measures, England has the most depleted natural environment in Europe. That description comes from the UK’s largest partnership for nature, the National Biodiversity Network, which uses data collected over several decades by membership organisations including the RSPB, the Natural History Museum, Natural England and the Environment Agency, among many others. The Natural History Museum’s own Biodiversity Intactness Index (2021) estimates the percentage of the original number of a species that remain and their abundance in any given area, despite human impacts. The index puts the UK at just 53.2 per cent, with a predicted rise of 2 percentage points by 2050. The museum reiterates that the decline in animal and plant species is not simply an environmental issue, but is linked inextricably to development, as well as to economics, ethics and morals. They underline that the biggest loss of biodiversity has been caused by changes in land usage, especially unsustainable agriculture. A relatively small percentage of land loss is also due to increasing residential and commercial development.

Under these scenarios, and with this mountain of evidence, it’s clear that making space for nature within a farming context is one of the most pressing issues with which we are faced. But, we don’t need to throw up our hands in horror and resign ourselves to disaster. The good news is that nature has remarkable powers of recovery. And it can happen quickly if you give it a small helping hand.

Nonetheless, there’s a lot of bad news out there. It’s tiring and demoralising and sometimes seems so big a problem that we, as individuals, lose hope. Many environmentalists, farmers, and even governments seem to think that protecting our natural world is such a big challenge that it will eventually only be resolved by someone else, or by the arrival of some new kind of technology. They seem to be pinning their hopes on an as yet undiscovered magic bullet. Perhaps something like that will come along, but there’s no sign of it, and it’s a bit like someone who needs money to pay the rent pinning all their hopes on winning the Premium Bonds. Instead of waiting for this as yet unknown magical solution, it seems much more sensible to get everyone to do their bit to make things better right now. I can show, and have already demonstrated within a relatively short timescale, that on Great Farm, and on thousands of others like it around the country, there is much to be hopeful about. Fixing a lot of what has gone wrong in our natural surroundings isn’t overly complicated. Don’t get me wrong – it’s a big job; it involves preserving what we love in the natural world as well as supporting a healthy agricultural sector, which is an essential part of the rural economy. Making things better is an urgent priority if we are going to maintain healthy wildlife habitats. And, I believe there’s also a lot more healthy ‘nature’ out there, surviving and ready to flourish, than many people think. It doesn’t matter if we are birdwatchers out walking at weekends or working farmers in our insulated tractor cabs navigating our way around the fields with the aid of the latest GPS technology, we all need to open our eyes and look at what’s around us. We need to really notice what nature is telling us, and give it that assistance, especially when doing that won’t stop us working the land and producing the food our constantly increasing population needs. To put it crudely, I firmly believe that the natural world is not totally fucked. We can fix it.
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Simple Truths

Great Farm sits at the western edge of the Holkham Estate, the heart of the ancient properties acquired by the Earls of Leicester. For centuries, their land has covered a large area of north Norfolk, a healthy chunk of East Anglia where the rump of England bulges into the North Sea. The grand family seat of Holkham Hall is surrounded by a vast park encircled by a flint and brick wall nine miles long. The parkland is carefully laid out and planted with more than a million trees. It has all the accoutrements of the classic English country estate, including features designed by William Kent, Capability Brown and, more significantly, Humphrey Repton: long tree-lined avenues, vast stands of weathered oaks, walled vegetable gardens, roaming herds of fallow deer, a classical temple, a quirkily shaped thatched ice-house and an impressive boating lake at the centre of it all. The working farmland and buildings stretch from Stiffkey to the east some ten miles westwards all the way to Burnham Norton. From north to south the estate goes almost twelve miles inland from the high-water mark at Holkham beach to somewhere around the village of South Creake. In all, the modern estate covers around 25,000 acres (just over 10,000 hectares), some of it farmed by the estate itself, but mostly given into the charge of tenant farmers.

Holkham is one of England’s greatest private houses and incorporates an important national nature reserve covering over 3,700 hectares (just over 9,000 acres), a panoramic stretch of sandy beach (where the Household Cavalry come each year to give their horses a holiday) and miles of brooding, boggy saltmarshes, as well as thousands of acres of commercial farmland, most of it arable. In late 2018, Tom Coke, the current Lord Leicester, made me Director of Conservation for the estate. His family have lived here since the early seventeenth century, descendants of the prominent Elizabethan lawyer Sir Edward Coke (1552–1634), who as Lord Chief Justice prosecuted both the men behind the Gunpowder Plot and Sir Walter Raleigh. He amassed considerable wealth and land, but later ran foul of King Charles I by introducing the Petition of Right, which challenged the monarch’s attempts to impose a more autocratic rule.

Construction on the imposing family seat, Holkham Hall, began in 1734 (a century after Sir Edward’s death) and was completed thirty years later by Thomas Coke, 1st Earl of Leicester. Always known simply as ‘Coke of Norfolk’, the first earl was famous for his hospitality and his energetic interest in country matters. He is credited with numerous agricultural innovations, many of which were well ahead of their time. Presciently, many of the improvements he made then would chime well with what we now call sustainable farming. The big house is an architecturally notable Palladian villa with a façade more than a hundred yards wide and set in over three thousand acres of formal parkland. Inside there are furnishings of velvet and rich brocades, gilt mouldings, grand paintings and classical sculptures. The marbled entrance hall is modelled on a Roman temple and has a ceiling fifty feet high. It’s grand in every sense of the word.

Great Farm is not grand. And, unlike much of the estate, it’s only been owned by Holkham since 1922, when it was part of a large parcel of land acquired from the last Earl of Orford. It was one of the final major land acquisitions by the estate after the First World War. This was the era when many of the historic English landholdings were famously broken up and sold off as the aristocratic owners found it impossible to afford their upkeep, and there was increasingly a shortage of workers to maintain them. At the top of a narrow staircase, somewhere above the great kitchen, the Hall archives hold the deeds and records of these land purchases. Going back as far as Anglo-Saxon times, almost every field in England has a name, and the archives contain a leather-bound ledger containing the original details of Great Farm. Inside, a faded, cracked map has been worn into holes by folding and refolding, and by enquiring fingers jabbing at the page to point out one feature or another.

The Orford map shows Great Farm, a patchwork of fields laid out south of Burnham Deepdale and west of Burnham Norton. Each one is neatly numbered and cross-referenced in copperplate script with their exact acreage recorded in the ledger. Tinkers Hole is there, marked as land parcel ‘Number 14’, and listed then as being just over 37 acres in area. The adjoining plots are named as Brick Kiln Piece (34 acres), High Field – also known as the Twenty-One Acres – and the Fifteen Acres. There is also a Chalk Pit (1.5 acres), which became Bottle Pit in the twentieth century when it was a place for dumping glass in the days before recycling. At the far western edge of the farm there is the irregular shape of Bullock Shed Close, which some time over the next half-century became known as Brick O’Longs. Many of the local Norfolk names are utilitarian, and only occasionally more descriptive, like Hudson’s Marsh, or more intriguingly antique, like Handcups Piece, Starve’s Crow or Knave’s Acre. At Holkham, near Burnham Market there is a field called Midnight, and the theory goes that it has some connection to how long it used to take to walk back from there to the farm. The very oldest names are often impossible to divine, but the sea wall at Overy has a section called Whincover, derived from the old Norse word hvin meaning ‘gorse’, and indeed that section is still lined with yellow gorse bushes.

Much of the landscape predates the formal parkland around Holkham Hall and was probably used by farmers and pastoralists for thousands of years before the estate was created. Clearly, Great Farm was never parkland laid out with ornamental lakes and decorated with monuments. It was a typical North Norfolk farm, producing root crops like sugar beet, and potatoes, and grains like wheat and barley.

Great Farm was one of the first places I visited when I arrived at Holkham in late 2018. The weather was cold and there was very little life around. The landscape itself was in a fairly sorry state. An environmental survey of the farm was anything but encouraging. It was described as having ‘poor to average biodiversity’. Its soil was depleted and there was an absence of cover crops. The woodland areas were overcrowded, dominated by spruce and badly in need of thinning. There was a lack of margins suitable for invertebrates. The 106 hectares (260 acres) had just been vacated by a commercial tenant who had worked the ten fields within its boundaries intensively for some years. The soil on the farm is a medium loam – a mixture of sand, silt and clay, but the site is exposed to northerly winds. And here, so close to the North Sea, those winds can be strong and bitter.

The records show that Great Farm had been in a fairly relentless cycle of commercial production. From 2010, the High Field was planted successively with potatoes one winter, then winter wheat, then sugar beet, then winter barley, then parsnips, then maize, then sugar beet and back to potatoes again, all of which suck nutrients from the soil and don’t replenish it. All of the fields had similar rotations, the land worked hard with what farmers now call ‘inputs’ – fertiliser, herbicides, pesticides – often with multiple applications of each at different stages of the crop cycle. Sadly, it’s not an unusual or particularly unique story. But using the land in that way doesn’t allow time or space for nature. The crops were planted as close to the field edges as the farm machinery could go, and the hedges were cut short and stumpy for ‘neatness’. The last thing I saw being lifted from the soil was the sugar beet, which was riddled with slugs and leatherjackets, pests that often flourish when the crops are planted in too frequent rotations.

The kinds of standard farming practices I’ve described can deliver profitable yields from the crop cycle. But in many cases that profit is only made possible because of the subsidies that have been paid to farmers over the last several decades by the government, mainly under the terms of the European Union’s Common Agricultural Policy. When the UK left the European Union, those subsidies amounted to around £3.5 billion per annum for our farmers. Sadly, it means that many landowners have been effectively ‘farming subsidies’ just as much as they have been farming their fields. The net value of the crops after the running costs of the farm, labour and equipment have been taken into account mean that the profit was just about equal to the subsidy.

The original idea behind the CAP subsidies was laudable enough, aiming to improve agricultural productivity by promoting technical progress and ensuring that farmers were paid a fair amount for the vital job they do. It was also aimed at ensuring that markets for food products remained stable and less subject to fluctuations in weather. It was also aimed at making prices stable for us, the consumers. In the 1970s, however, the subsidy system was responsible for a series of gluts. Originally intended to rectify shortages in certain products, or to smooth out annual variations in levels of production, the EU subsidies encouraged farmers to produce certain commodities because they knew they could get a guaranteed price. This, notoriously, resulted in the so-called EU ‘butter and beef mountains’ and ‘wine and milk lakes’.

One of the solutions to reducing that obvious waste of natural resources was to introduce the practice of ‘set-aside’ (in place from 1988 to 2008), where farmers were paid to remove a percentage of their fields from production. Although those areas may have shown improved biodiversity in some cases, they were just an unintended consequence of the set-aside scheme: the actual purpose of leaving the land unplanted was merely to reduce the production surplus. It wasn’t a conservation measure per se.

In 1973, when the UK joined what was then known as the Common Market, agriculture was about 80 per cent of the bloc’s budget, although that went down considerably over the years and was about 40 per cent when we left the EU. Nevertheless, it was a seriously large amount of money, and the UK’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) calculated that the subsidy payments accounted for more than
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