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Preface 
 
 

The Royal Agricultural College Annual Fellowship Awards Programme has very clear remits:- 

¶ Generate added value 

¶ Recognise the commercial importance of discovery, and the 

¶ Exploring, inventing and creating of ópossible optionsô that can excite and help each section 

to play a major role in forward development. 

The evolution of understanding the minute components of óclimate Changeô will inevitably be 
complex and ever changing through the multiplicity of public and private information. 

This unique RAC/RICS Annual Report highlights and discusses modern trends and is 
supplemented by the authorôs impressive photography. 
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FOREWORD 
 

I may have bitten off more than I can chew but, for me, the countryside is too important a 
place to let vested interest, polarised, single issue positions distort our inability to have a 
balanced rational debate on something close to many of our hearts. Having said that, I 
unashamedly declare my own vested interest in attempting to stimulate and provoke this 
debate by placing all the matters on the table at the same time.  
 
I thank all those that contributed to this debate paper ï especially those that I interviewed 
and who are listed in the section on methodology ï and to all those that partook in the focus 
group feedback in addition to the random souls from whom I canvassed opinions on the 
matter. 
 
Thanks must go to Peel Holroyd for his early encouragement, Fiona Mannix for her unerring 
support, Charlotte Evans for sorting reams of focus feedback, Beverley Allen and Philippa 
Limbrick for their diligent formatting and Ben Jolliffe for his exceptionally focussed editing. 
 
The biggest thanks must go to my wife, Alexandra, for her patience and support over the 
year that it took to research and write this paper.  
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1. Executive summary       

If the Foresight report on The Future of Food and Farming has faded from your memory, and the 
Lawton and Read reports on biodiversity and climate change are just a vague recollection, you are 
probably in tune with the majority of the population. In recent years, theyôve come thick and fast. 
 
But the reports do have one thing in common. Whether in food production, in biodiversity 
management or forestry, they demand a óstep changeô.  
 
The UK countryside, of which 75% is farmland, is much loved by our urbanised nation.  
 
It helps to feed our stomachs and our souls, itôs a place for leisure. However, the general public, 
seeing it on a short weekend walk at best, or through the warped prism of food packaging at worst, 
don't get the full picture. Insulated in our urban habitats, Brits are largely ignorant of nature red in 
tooth and claw, not to mention the complex web of demands we make on our natural environment.  
 
Reconnect our thinkingé. 
 
The Natural Environment White Paper is pushing biodiversity high up the agenda, aiming to 
reconnect us with the countryside via nature, rather than food. At the same time, European 
bureaucrats now claim that on top of paying farmers for their produce from our own pockets, we 
should pay them from the public purse for a range of benefits ï such as clean air or the protection of 
our fauna and flora.  In addition, the EU sets tough targets to cut CO2, reduce pollution, increase 
energy from renewables and protect our soil and water. 
 
The vested interests set out their stalls in response. Farmers believe we should prioritise food 
production and increase self-sufficiency; supermarkets busily provide cheap food; conservationists 
talk of more money for wildlife and environmentalists call for greener energy. Very often, large 
membership organisations have the ear of politicians whereas smaller expert groups are ignored. The 
media, always hungry for emotive stories to feed our 24hour appetite for news, tend to give an 
unbalanced view which, intentionally or not, can easily feed public prejudice, or worse, hysteria. 
 
Organic confronts conventional farming, town is set against country and everyone seems against 
biotechnology. Overloaded with these and many other issues, both land managers and the public turn 
away.  
 
It has led us into a state of confusion, disinterest and general apathy. Scaremongering and belt-
tightening have seen climate change slip down the agenda. On the positive side, there is a growing 
interest in how our undervalued food is produced, but price tends to rule and as long as the 
countryside looks pretty, we donôt enquire how it all works and have little idea that advances in one 
area may be traded off against reverses in another.   
 
éto drive new action 
 
But we cannot afford to ignore these demands, as the countryside, not nature reserves or gardens, is 
where our combined demands for food, biodiversity and climate change must be reconciled. Old 
countryside hands have to grapple with new demands and, together with NGOs, the government and 
even retailers, explain it to the rest of us. Ecosystem services and sustainable intensification may 
mean little now but, carefully communicated, traditional farmers, foresters and the new breed of 
conservationist land managers can understand their raison dôetre and, critically, the opportunities 
these new demands bring. Only then will they be able to deliver what wider society is asking of them. 
 
Nowôs the time for all of us to engage. Vested interests and sacred cows must be put aside as we 
begin a genuinely ónational conversationô based on trusted, informed and balanced information. The 
rural sector must get more involved in consultations and co-operation. We must scrutinise new 
incentives, lobby for rural funding and initiate these step changes before the way we live stamps too 
heavily on our natural heritage.     
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2. Research Methodology; interviews and focus group feedback                                                                

2.1 Interviews.  
 

I undertook face to face and telephone interviews of key industry leaders within farming, conservation 
NGOs, supermarket, politics, media, government departments and other rural interests to garner 
opinion and comment on current and future topics within the rural sector. 
 
No individual names are attributed to any of the content, statements or quotations; unless already in the 
public domain or cleared with the individual. The opinions expressed within this paper are entirely my 
own but may at times also reflect other general views canvassed from my interviews. 
 

Farming 

¶ Peter Kendall - National 
Farmers Union (NFU): 
President 

¶ George Dunn - Tenant 
Farmers Association 
(TFA): Chief Executive 

¶ Helen Browning - Soil 
Association (SA): Chief 
Executive 

¶ Christine Tacon - The 
Co-Operative Farms: 
Managing Director 

¶ Ed Bailey - NFU Cymru: 
President 

Conservation NGOs  

¶ David Riddle - National Trust: 
Land Use Director (now 
retired) 

¶ Mark Avery - RSPB: Director 
of Conservation (now retired) 

¶ Alastair Leake - Game & 
Wildlife Conservation Trust 
(GWCT): Head of Policy  

¶ Mark Lloyd - The Angling 
Trust: Chief Executive 

¶ Neil Sinden - Campaign to 
Protect Rural England 
(CPRE): Director of Policy & 
Campaigns 

Politicians  

¶ Richard Benyon - Minister for 
Environment  

¶ Mary Creagh - Labour Rural 
Affairs MP 

¶ Tim Farron - Lib Dem Rural 
Affairs MP 

¶ Daniel Kawczynski - 
Conservative MP 

¶ Anne Mcintosh - MP EFRA 
Chairman  

¶ Lord Cameron of Dillington 

¶ Baroness Byford  

Civil servants  

¶ Sally Webber - Defra 
Specialist Advisor Food 
& Farming 

¶ Roger Thomas - 
Countryside Council for 
Wales (CCW): Chief 
Executive 

¶ Huwel Manley - 
Countryside Council for 
Wales: Specialist 
Support Team Manager  

¶ Poul Christensen - 
Natural England: 
Chairman 

¶ Patrick Isaac - Welsh 
Government  

 

Supermarkets  

¶ Steve McLean - Marks & 
Spencer: Agriculture Manager 

¶ Annie Graham - Sainsburys: 
Agriculture Manager 

¶ Pearce Hughes - Asda: 
Agriculture Manager 
 

Land managers/advisors 

¶ Stuart Goodall - ConFor: 
Chief Executive 

¶ William Woolsey - Country 
Land & Business Association 
(CLA): President 

¶ Caroline Drummond - Linking 
Environment And Farming 
(LEAF): Chief Executive  

¶ Simon Thorp - Heather Trust: 
Director  

¶ Sue Steer - RICS Countryside 
Panel   

¶ Peter Fane - RICS 
Countryside Panel   

¶ David Slack- RICS Rural 
Chairman 

¶ Jeremy Blackburn - RICS 
Policy 

¶ Jonathan Harrington - plant 
biologist  

 Media  

¶ Jane King - Farmers Weekly: 
Editor 

¶ Andrew Thorman - BBC: 
Head of Rural Affairs 

 

     Table 1: List of Interviewees 
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2.2 Matters discussed 
 

A selected list of questions, based on the organisationôs interest in the countryside (see full main list in 
appendix) with my opening gambit:- 
 
ñThe gap is widening between the urban majority and rural minority: there must be engagement of the 

majorityôs imagination while understanding the minorityôs requirements.ò 
 

¶ A countryside under pressure ï prepare bio fuels, plant biomass, push biodiversity, produce 
food, plan bio-security, promote carbon capture etc. How do we prioritise? 

¶ Would consumers pay more for their food if they knew that farmers were doing more for the 
environment and would supermarkets pass increases onto farmers? 

¶ Science led farming ï if evidence based - why not biotechnology? 

¶ Are traditional rural bodies engaging with shaping policy?   

¶ Should government facilitate but not regulate the countryside?       

¶ Would stock headage payments to upland farmers support the inefficient ones? 

¶ Do the public love the countryside but not care for it because they donôt understand what goes     
on there? 

¶ Could the rural sector embrace media and be more proactive in getting messages across?            

¶ Was the forestry sell off a missed opportunity to divest óunimportantô woods to enthusiastic 
owners?    

¶ Are ecosystem services, high nature value farming targets realistic and how do farmers react to 
such terminology? 

¶ Was the agric-enviro Glastir drafted by practical farmers or civil servants constrained by EU 
targets? 

¶ Is organic farming having a tough time using copper sulphate to contain blight while relying on 
methane producing manure? 

¶ Why donôt farmers form co-operatives to comment on policy or negotiate with supermarkets? 

    

2.3 Focus groups:  
 

I undertook online and email surveys of two different groups using separate sets of questions. A list of 
the questions and some of the comments received are set out within the Appendix. 

             

¶ The Insider group were farmers and land managers familiar with technical rural terms. 

¶ The Outsider group were non farmers from urban and rural backgrounds.  
(These terms are taken from Paul Selmanôs óPlanning at the Landscape  scaleô 2006) 

2.4 Caveats  
 

Planning: I have sidestepped this huge influence in how the countryside functions, and more 
importantly, remains economically viable. Both the Localism bill and National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF) are in draft stages and with speculation running rife on the NPPF (Oct 2011), 
planning deserves a debate paper in its own right.  
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Coverage: with 84% of the UK population in England [WIKIPEDIA], the primary emphasis of my paper is 
based on England but with some reference to Wales due to it having much in common with some of the 
smaller, atypical EU countries. 
 
Third person: the phrase óthemô and óusô is often heard within some rural/urban debates with a 
detrimental effect for all concerned. I have avoided this by referring to óweô and óusô as the consumer, 
taxpayer, public and society as a whole and the land manager as covering farmers, foresters, 
landowner, tenants et al. 
 
Generalisations: due to the wide scope of the debate paper, I am probably guilty of some generalisations 
and superficial coverage of some important matters. However, the purpose of a debate paper is to stimulate 
discussion and that, no doubt, will include feedback on areas that cause óheatô or need further debate.  
 
Future proofing: by the time of publication, some of this paperôs contents will be out of date. The Natural 
Environment White Paper, forestry policy, MacDonald reforms on reducing regulation, badger culling, 
the proposed Groceries Code Adjudicator, planning issues and even a proposed food strategy plan, 
could all have dramatic effects on the contents. 
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3.    The First Demand: The General Public 
 
ñChallenges for present landscapes facing new demands require a combination of  

perspectives, methods and scales of application, to design innovative and  
adapted solutions for the futureò 

Pedroli et al. 

3.1 A nation disconnected from nature? 
 

The United Kingdom (UK) is a highly urbanised nation with 90% of the total UK population living in 
cities or built up areas. In comparison, Germany is 74%, France 77%, and the USA, 82% [FAO 2011]. 
The general publicôs perception of the countryside is, therefore, often based, not on personal 
experience, but on second-hand information, learned from the media. Consequently, opinion is often 
poorly informed even if well-meant and passionately held. 
 
The modern UK passport shows scenes of idyllic countryside, emblematic of our country, but hereôs a 
selection of indicators as to how urban we are-: 

 

¶ Mobile and broadband operators show coverage of population, not area. 

¶ Royal Mail have trouble supplying you a rural postcode without a street. 

¶ Delivery firms are stumped without a house number. 

¶ Itôs tough to recycle unless you live in a 30mph zone. 

¶ Tesco have an outlet in every UK postcode bar Harrogate. [GUARDIAN SEPT 2011] 

¶ Higher quality food found in urban supermarkets rather than village stores. 

¶ Defraôs dedicated Myth Busting: is this any relation to urban myth, a convenient untruth? 

 
Extensive motorway networks distribute chilled, highly 
processed foods directly to supermarkets while commerce, 
culture, media, food, housing, health and infrastructure are all 
largely geared to our majority urban population.   
 
The statistics tell a similar story: 
 
Even though agriculture utilises 75% of the countryside, many 
taxpayers are incredulous that we should waste so much time 
and effort on matters that contribute a mere 0.9% to GDP, 
employ a tiny fraction of the UK workforce (2%) and involve 
17% of the farmers commercially farming 80% of the land?  
Why do we need a Forestry Commission when trees can ólook afterô themselves and we get a lot of 
the wood we want from Scandinavia? 

  

Total UK land area: 60 million acres  
Total area of countryside: 56 million acres 

42 million acres of agricultural holdings [WIKIPEDIA 2011] 
3 million acres of common grazing land 
7 million acres of forest 

Agri/food industry contributes £85 billion to the gross value added (GVA) of the UK economy [NFU 2011]  
Of which, agriculture contributes £7.2 billion [NFU 2011] (same worth as the value of Nike brand) 

Farm employees 535,000  Average age of farmer: 59                         [WIKIPEDIA 2011] 

Forestry incl. primary timber products worth £400 million employing 40,000 employees  [FORESTRY 

COMMISSION] 

Table 2: Land use UK 
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Others are better informed. Ever since Professor Stern issued his climate change report in 2006 and 
Sir John Beddington uttered his ñperfect stormò phrase in 2009, there has been a plethora of reports. 
Some of them are very long. Even óexecutive summariesô can run to 80 pages. The juicy, more 
interesting details are often lost within the main section of the report, buried between graphs of 
declining birds, levelling wheat yields and increasing human populations. Some reports are so 
óextremeô, with their demands for radical action from often uninterested or ignorant urban taxpayers, 
that I suspect the majority of us turn off from the important messages they contain.  

 

3.2 We all love the countryside 
 

ñWhat are those blue remembered hills, what spires, what farms are those?ò 
A Shropshire Lad ï A. E. Housman  

  
Thereôs plenty of nostalgia for the English countryside; a diversity of landscape, accentuated by one of the 
most erratic climates in the world providing us, through some eyes with ñthe greatest heritage asset that 
this country hasò.  (Lord Cameron of Dillington)  
 
Landscapes have a powerful hold over us and we tend to intuitively identify with particular territories. We 
consume landscapes, romantic ones casting awe over us, and we even feel possessive towards them as if 
we owned them [SELMAN 2006].  Green areas feed our inner health [MARMOT 2009] and, according to a recent 
survey, 93% of us value countryside for fresh air and relaxation [PRINCES COUNTRYSIDE  FUND 2011]. Our 
gardens, covering a larger area than all NNR and RSPB reserves put together, comprise the most 
commonly viewed green space for many of us ï even if we manicure them to within an inch of their lives. 

 
Love of the countryside was reflected within the record 8000 responses to the Natural Environment White 
Paper (The White Paper). Quotes ranged from ñwhen I was a boy, there were butterflies and crickets 
everywhereò to ñbees, bluebells and badgersò being the most important part of the natural environment 
mattering to them [DEFRA 2010]. Living Wales, a Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) consultation, received 
its highest number of responses from conservation bodies [WAG 

2010]. 

 
ñSo long as it looks goodò 

Insiderôs view on whether we cared about the countryside. 
(more comments within Appendices) 

 
We are deeply attached to trees and woodland, as illustrated by 
the publicôs reaction to the recent forestry sell-off proposals: 
weôre glad theyôre there, according to a Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) survey, even if 90% 
of us will never visit such natural places [DEFRA 2011].  

 
 

 
ñI would leave it to overgrow and let wildlife enjoy itò  

77% of the Outsider group would like to own a piece of countryside. 

 
But, whether the public is informed or not, rural tourism remains big business.  

 

2009 28 million walking trips in Wales Worth £632million in spending           [BMC 2011] 

2009 Rural festivals in the UK Worth £550 million                             [BBC 2011] 

2010 2.8 billion countryside visits to the UK Worth  £20 billion                               [NFU 2010] 

2011 Value of Welsh tourism Worth £3billion                                   [WAG 2011] 

Table 3: UK Tourism  
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The 2001 Foot & Mouth was estimated to cause Ã8 billionôs worth of losses. Of these losses, Ã3.1 billion 
related to agriculture and the food chain, with the remaining £4 billion from lost tourism [DEFRA 2004]. 
   
As society urbanises, organised events such as Open Farm Sunday, the Game Fair, the Royal Welsh 
Show etc. are all becoming more popular as we become time poor and seek a quick-fix óbreath of fresh 
airô. Plenty of us donôt even get out at all and opt for a voyeuristic trip to the countryside via the television 
set: 6.3 million of us sat down to watch a rural program relaunched with new presenters. 

                                  
ñJulia Bradbury boosts ratings at sexed-up Countryfileò  

Daily Mail 

 
Thereôs a special fondness for national parks. Nearly 
60% of us visit them for the scenery [NAT PARK WEB], and 
although this can obviously be enjoyed from the car, 35 
million people hike off around the National Parks 
annually [ECOLOGIST JUNE 2011]. But we donôt venture too 
far from the path. Even though the Countryside and 
Rights of Way Act 2000 enables free access to much of 
the open countryside, we like to be told where to walk. 
Walking trails are regularly covered by weekend 
broadsheet papers and we have over 190,000 kms of 
paths in England alone (contrasted with 60,000km of 
long-distance footpaths in France and approximately 
100,000km in the US [WIKIPEDIA 2011]). 
 

The Outsider focus group ï reflecting the views of the general public ï gave a varied response as to 
whether they thought farmers looked after the countryside:- 
  

ñSome do, some donôt. It depends what you want. Food? Cheap food? Nice views?ò 
 
ñFarmers do the best job ï looking to the long term - generations preserving the 

countryside. A lot of these fancy organisations end up being run by people who may 
recognise fauna, but not how the whole jigsaw fits togetherò. 

 
It is how that ójigsawô fits together that we come across a fundamental issue.  
 

3.3 Do we understand our countryside? 
 

Due to the urbanised state of the UK, we are many generations away from our agricultural roots.  
 
This disconnected state is reflected in surveys where 
children think food comes from the internet [STANDAGE 2011], 

bacon grows on trees, cheese comes from macaroni 
[JAMIE OLIVER USA]. Adults are often no better: surveys 
reveal the beliefs that acorns come from beech trees and 
honey from pollen, and that councils look after all the 
hedges [LEAF 2011] and the whole countryside is only worth 
about one billion pounds [PRINCES COUNTRYSIDE  FUND 2011]. 
 
Other misconceptions about the countryside include the 
belief that uplands and mountains are pristine, untouched by human hand [SELMAN 2006].  

  
ñWildlife is being forced to live in populated areas. Nature should be left as natureò 

Respondee to White Paper consultation [DEFRA 2010] 
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Very often the general public want to know that the countryside works but, not surprisingly given their 
hectic lifestyle and urban óhabitatô, they donôt care about the details.  
 
The media fills in the gaps. But its view of the countryside is not a balanced one. We cannot blame 
them because most stories only sell on adversity or polarised views and rural stories often slip to the 
bottom of the agenda.  
 
The image of farmers has improved but perhaps on the whole, the public favours the old óFarmer 
Gilesô image as opposed to the modern agribusiness farmer. Rural media celebrities such as Adam 
Henson, Jimmy Doherty, plus various chefs, are under instruction to provide óinfotainmentô which 
ensures that the countryside is still viewed through rose-tinted glasses.    
 
As we become more removed from our rural roots, we lose interest as to what goes on there; apathy 
descends in both rural and urban quarters as we ignore White Papers, reports and the policies that 
underpin changing rural regulation. 
 
One of the biggest connections with our countryside should be food. But UK supermarket consumers 
are the most disconnected in any of the EU countries with unrealistic perceptions of the countryside 
and with intervieweesô views that the consumer ócouldnôt care lessô about climate change or wildlife 
habitat. 33% gave no thought at all to biodiversity loss in a 2011 survey [DEFRA 2011]. 

 
  ñThere appears to be an increasing disconnect in a growing proportion of society  

between lifestyle choices and environment on which we reply.ò 
Respondee to White Paper consultation [DEFRA 2010] 

 
And as food becomes more processed and cling-film wrapped, the more we lose that connection with 
the source. A local scoutmaster ólostô his scouts to tears as they fled the room where he was skinning 
rabbits. That said, at least 28% of consumers were honest enough to say they were óhonestly 
disengagedô when asked about their attitude to food purchases and the environment [DEFRA 2011].   
 
Perhaps more worryingly, even those who appear to be closely connected with the countryside are 
losing their first-hand knowledge. Some farmers are disconnected thanks to driving larger, better 
óinsulatedô machines and having to be in the office dealing with paperwork complying with regulations. 
Some land agents havenôt heard of the Natural Environment White Paper as theyôre ñtoo busy earning 
a crustò. And a scientist farmer I spoke to hadnôt heard of the Foresight Report on Food and Farming, 
politicians havenôt the time to read all White Paper consultations and most people havenôt the time or 
inclination to read anything after a hard dayôs work.  
 
Land managers are also disconnected from the public. When the first agric-environmental schemes 
(AES) were brought in, landowners were advised not to enter the schemes in case public access over 
their land followed. Strident rural voices call out to educate the urban masses.  
 

During my research, I sometimes heard the words, ówe, the rural folk, must educate the urbanitesô. 
One of my interviewees wanted a óbattle royalô to take the rural message to the urban masses and 

reverse the dismissive attitude to the 
rural sector. Yet land managers, while 
challenging issues, must be careful 
not to bracket those who disagree 
within a crude caricature. Dismissive 
comments are made about 
vegetarians and scorn poured upon 
anyone writing for or reading certain 
newspapers. Prejudice, wherever itôs 
found, distracts from good analysis 
and effective discussion. [MIKE CHILDS 

AUG 2011]  
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And itôs important to remember that we all carry some of the blame: we all drop litter, whether crisp 
packets, fertiliser sacks or shotgun cartridges.  

 
ñOur greatest weakness (is not enjoying it)ò 

  
ñI donôt mind but Dad dislikes itò 

Farmersô views of dealing with the public 
 

Even though thereôs been a recent trend of population moving back from town to country [TAYLOR 

REVIEW 2008], post offices and libraries continue to close and a gap continues to widen between the 
urban majority and rural minority. When people move to the countryside, they get involved with the 
community council, sometimes usurping existing incumbents who disengage with local issues. 
Anomalies arise such as rejection of lottery funding for a village hall because some felt it wouldnôt be 
in keeping with their idea of a picturesque órural idyllô, planning permission for a football field is turned 
down in case it attracts the wrong sort of óyouthô and resistance mounts to a first time mains drainage 
system for a village in case it encourages new development.  

 
ñThe countryside has a pretty dysfunctional relationship with its wider beneficiaries.ò 

Professor Chris Pollock 2009 

 
 
A great effort is being made by the government to connect the population - urban or rural - with the 

natural environment [WHITE PAPER 2011] via such schemes 
as a national garden competition funded by DEFRA. 
But such attempts can have unforeseen consequences. 
Some suggest they could lead to the over exaggeration 
of the role of urban green areas resulting in society 
underestimating the real conservation problems leading 
to a ódomesticô view of nature and increasingly lower 
conservation targets [BALMFORD 1999].  

 
The countryside is much loved but the taxpayer does not understand it and is certainly not always 
happy to contribute funding. Perhaps because the majority of people in the UK donôt own or need to 
understand the countryside, policy makers fill in the disconnected void by proposing vote winning 
though unworkable policy ideas and targets. 

 

ñThe relationship between knowledge and attitudes toward a new idea  
is that greater knowledge of an idea is associated with positive attitudes about that idea.ò 

after Teisal 2009 

3.4 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

¶ Further research is required on how to illuminate the general public on understanding the 
relevant issues BEFORE surveying them. 

¶ Government consultation documents that affect the countryside should be better drafted to 
enable a balanced response and ensure thereôs room for expert feedback ALONGSIDE the 
popular response. 

¶ Some of the grittier elements within the countryside may have to be explained in more detail: 
óinfotainmentô may be perfect for media ratings but poor for a rational debate. 

¶ Rural and urban stakeholders must take care to avoid stereotyping or caricaturing each other to 
prevent distraction from or dismissal of a good analysis. It is easier said than done, but an 
understanding of the otherôs point of view is vital in commonly polarised debates. 

¶ Conservation should not be ódomesticatedô to further foster an unrealistic connection with 
nature i.e. ógardenô conservation is not promoted at the expense of remote, larger scale 
beneficial conservation. 
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4. The Second Demand: The Conservationists  
 

ñWe are entering an age in which nature is finally getting the recognition that it deservesò 
Professor Tim OôRiordan UEA 

4.1 Introduction  
 

Whether you agree or not with the quote above, there is no doubt that, as one government minister 
tweeted, ñValue of nature now at the heart of government!ò. The present government wants to be the 
greenest ever and is partly utilising nature as one pathway to achieve that result. 
 
In 2009, Professor Lawton was commissioned to write a review of Englandôs wildlife sites and 
ecological network. He concluded that the natural environment provides us with a range of benefits 
scientists and bureaucrats call óecosystem servicesô, ranging from the provision of clean air and 
water, or the protection of our soil and the fauna and flora (see 4.3 below). The vast majority of UK 
citizens are hardly aware of them until they start to go wrong. Lawton went on to note that wildlife 
networks were fragmented, in poor condition and that species declines were on a global scale, with 
climate change potentially having a major negative impact. His final report in Sept 2010, óMaking 
Space for Natureô, advocated a ñstep change in nature conservationò, suggesting a range of practical 
actions needed to establish a ñcoherent and resilient ecological networkò. 

 

4.2 Protecting biodiversity  
 

ñA broad mix of species and habitat suitable for them all to flourish.....ò  

Focus group 
 

 
 

Biodiversity conservation, known in our more biblical past as the stewardship of nature, is now a 
major policy driver in developed countries - countries which are home to a fifth of the global 
population who cause 80% of the worldôs environmental damage. People in developing countries, on 
the other hand, tend to view environmental protection as a luxury, particularly if life is a struggle, 
access to basic medical care restricted and other basics such as education or even food and water 
are in short supply. 
 
The European Environmental Agency (EEA) outlined the following threats to biodiversity in Europe in 
2010:  

¶ habitat fragmentation via threats from agricultural production, land abandonment and 
invasive alien species  

¶ pollution and nutrient overloads and over-exploitation of resources 

¶ climate change impacts  
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Remarkable as it may seem in our ómodernô age, there are still huge areas of the  natural world about 
which we know little and we have even less idea about what a ósustainableô approach might mean for 
them at a practical level. Targets and directives are often developed at the European level while our 
government tries to embed conservation policy within the wider framework of CAP and other 
environmental legislation. 
 
The Birds Directive 1979 and Habitat Directive 1992, for example, became the Conservation of 
Habitat and Species Regulation 2010 and many other directives underpin our legislation; including 
laws on pollution, nitrates and organic products.  

 
ñYes, it has become too much of a buzzword which tends to devalue it.  
A more specific word or phrase would often be more appropriateò 

Focus group response on overuse of the word biodiversity 

 
In spite of much hard work ï witness complex papers such as 2008ôs óThe Economics of Ecosystems 
and Biodiversity (TEEB)ô, international meetings like the 10th Convention on biodiversity in Nagoya 
last year and initiatives such as the 2010 Year of Biodiversity ï communication to the wider public is 
often hampered by overly technical language and óenvironmental disasterô overload. The scale is also 
hard to comprehend: it is reported that costs of inaction ï a yearôs natural capital loss - would lead to 
losses of between US$2-4.5 trillion over a 50-year period [UN UNIV 2010]. These figures are so large that 
they are impossible for us to imagine. Many of the reports grab headlines for a day and then sink 
without trace.  
 
In a recent survey, 33% in the UK gave no thought to biodiversity loss and 31% had never heard of 
the phrase. Knowledge and awareness vary in the different socio-economic classes, with 30% of A 
and Bs knowing a fair amount about biodiversity, whereas 10% of socioeconomic classes D and E 
knew only a little about it [DEFRA 2011]. 
 
Government bodies abound with mission statements aiming to halt overall biodiversity loss, support 
healthy well-functioning ecosystems, establish coherent ecological networks as well as create better 
places for wildlife and people [ENGLANDS BIODIVERITY STRAT 2011].  

 

Doing nothing is not an option. 
 

4.3 The Natural Environment White Paper  
 

The largest reserve of wildlife is not in wildlife reserves but in the wider countryside. Many 
interviewees said that the White Paper could precipitate a sea change in land management as we 
start to apply business management tools to often unmeasured assets such as bees, peat, water, and 
land.  
 
The consultation for the White Paper met with hostility from 
some land managers who disagreed with the suggestion that 
agriculture had resulted in degraded land and that we needed 
to take more care of the environment. However, the central 
idea seems sound: we can reduce further environmental 
damage by assigning an economic value to the óservicesô and 
assets the countryside provides 
 
Although these services have of course always been 
óprovidedô for free and are therefore overlooked by many, 
perhaps we can put their importance into perspective if we 
imagine what would happen if we were to lose them.  
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The basic four Ecosystem services are: 

¶ Provisioning: food, timber, energy. i.e. products from ecosystems. 

¶ Regulating: dispose of pollutants, carbon sequestrate. i.e. benefit from regulation of ecosystems.  

¶ Cultural: sacred sites, tourism, science, peace. i.e. non material benefits to people from ecosystems.    

¶ Supporting: maintain soils, nutrients. i.e. ecosystems necessary for production of all other 
ecosystems. 

 
Itôs true that the term ecosystem service is an awkward one - 28% had never heard of it [DEFRA 2011] 
and itôs referred to twice as much in academic as in public texts [RUSOURCE 2011]. We certainly need a 
more easily comprehensible one ï natural utilities perhaps? ï if the idea is to gain broad public 
acceptance.  
 
But it is absolutely essential that we ensure these services continue to function by accounting for 
them in the only way most of us understand ï with a price tag.  Our lives continue to depend heavily 
on the environment, albeit without the knowledge of the majority of the population but, at the same 
time, these services must be balanced with other demands (such as food, housing, energy and 
emissions) at local, regional, national and international levels.  
 
The National Ecosystem Assessment [2011] that preceded the White Paper, has started placing a 
value on these natural assets, the results of which have been rapidly taken on board by the 
government.  

 
Headline results on the value 
of the UK Biodiversity Action 
Plan re some ecosystem 
services.  

Current spend scenario 
(£m per annum) 

Proposed  benefits beyond 
current spend 

(£m per annum) 

Climate regulation 413.31 163.69 

Water regulation 429.54 168.76 

Sense of Place 131.34 167.40 

Charismatic species 
threatened (birds, butterflies) 

253.68 175.17 

Non-Charismatic species 
threatened (insects, trees) 

83.27 41.74 

Total 1365.97 746.80 

   Table 4: NEA Values              Defra August 2011 [Christie et al.] 

  

 

 
Once a figure has been calculated for each service, providers of ecosystem services, such as farmers 
or foresters, can be paid by their beneficiaries in the form of óbiodiversity offsetsô, much as heavy CO2 
emitters can purchase carbon credits in schemes such as European Union Emission Trading 
Scheme. The long-term aim is to stimulate a market for investors to start looking for opportunities to 
make a financial return by investing in activities that improve natural services. Some progress has 
been made, in the UK and internationally. 
 
The Environment Bank has been set up to bring together funds to establish nature and landscape 
gains by various methods, such as conservation credits, now being piloted. Australia has introduced 
Green Offset initiatives and the United States has the Environmental Banc & Exchange (EBX) running 
wetland mitigation and stream restoration schemes worth $37 million [IUCN 2004].  However, much 
more work is required on the ecosystem services initiative. 
 
Other bold ideas suggested by the White Paper are the establishment of Local Nature Partnerships 
(LNPs) and Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) to engage local communities and undertake  
conservation within large scale landscape projects. Such schemes are always fraught with cost 
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issues, as they have to be sufficiently well-funded to attract land managers. However a number of 
projects, such as the one below, have already been running for some years, and have started to flag 
up some of the issues to be addressed.  
 

 

4.4 Influence of conservation NGOs  
 

ñModern conservationists are stepping into the vacated shoes of farm labourers, shepherds and 
woodsmen, who would not have been able to read conservation manuals but knew more about 

conservation practice than most of us. The challenge today is to obtain similar results by different means.ò  
Peter Marren 

Into this complex area of government and EU regulated conservation, step a wide variety of highly 
influential NGOs. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), Europeôs largest conservation 
charity, is a major player. With over 1 million members, 1500 employees, 12,000 volunteers and more 
press officers than Defra, it receives £22 million in government funds annually (excluding grants). It 
even has six jobs funded by the Environment Agency. As a result, when they issue a press release, 
the media and policy makers listen. 
 

ñIt requires very little knowledge to care passionately about animals.  
It requires a great deal of understanding to care properly for themò 

John Webster, Professor of Animal Husbandry at Bristol 

 
The quote above highlights the void that the RSPB and other conservation NGOs fill. Passionate 
members with restricted knowledge trust that their NGO has the skill and understanding to look after 
their special interest, be it birds, fish or insects. 
 
One idea developed by an NGO and now embedded in policy is the Farmland Bird Index (FBI). 
Originated by the British Trust of Ornithologyôs (BTO) Common Bird Census, it was adopted by Defra 
and European officials as an indicator of the health of the countryside. It uses population data on 19 
species of birds, including skylarks, yellowhammers and grey partridges, whose breeding habitats are 

Big Chalk - a bottom up idea. 
In 2008, landowners and conservationists in southern England were aware their area was something 
special. But they also knew that management of the area wasnôt properly integrated or on a scale 
large enough for it to work properly. In 2009, Natural England started to push the idea of larger scale 
landscape management and introduced Integrated Biodiversity Delivery Areas which this group 
recognised as their own óBig Chalkô; an area of chalk downlands across southern England unique 
within Europe and farmed by over 5000 farmers. 
 
Lawtonôs Report, Making Space for Nature, developed the landscape model further under Ecological 
Restoration Areas. This in turn encouraged the Big Chalk group to draw up an agenda linking 
landowners and NGOs together in order to produce a low cost, 
high imagination working partnership based on each party voicing 
what they wanted from the land.  
 
Some conservation non-governmental organisations (NGOs) were 
alarmed by the Lawton Report, concerned that the óstep changeô 
demanded would mean less funding and encroachment by the 
private sector into what they viewed as their own area of expertise. 
Not all the land managers were on board either, and with 
increasing arable prices, they were finding it hard to concentrate 
on ólower yieldingô matters. Conservation measures can be time-consuming for efficiently contract-
farmed land, especially as additional costs are borne unwillingly by the contractor. 
 
Nevertheless, Big Chalk hopes to be one of the first NIAs to attract funding and bring more land 
managers on board to create a bio-diverse, profitable and connected landscape. 
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deemed inextricably linked with healthy farmland habitat. There are critics who think that too much 
emphasis is placed on species rather than habitat and that this artificial barometer sets organic 
against conventional farmers over which farm practice attracts the most birds.  

 
ñYes, but not convinced of accuracy and I think itôs politicisedò 

 
ñNo, just another stick to beat you byò 

Farmer focus group thoughts on importance of the FBI (more comments within Appendices) 

 
Some mammals are commonly perceived to have more charisma or personality than others: badgers 
more than grey partridges (one of the FBI species), for example, and sparrow hawks more than 
house sparrows. When NGOs follow their members legitimately subjective feelings, they can end up 
with unscientific and illegitimate policy. 
The release of high profile species, for example, smacks of instant gratification conservation ï 
oversized continental goshawks now haunt our conifer forests endangering red squirrels ï all in the 
name of attempting to reach biodiversity targets set by the EU for 2020.  
 
Our obsession with instant results diverts us from much larger and more immediate threats to our 
biodiversity. Aggressively invasive alien species such as Himalayan balsam, Japanese knotweed, 
grey squirrel, oak moth, killer shrimps and signal crayfish cost the country over £1.5 billion annually 
[PARLIAMENT 2008] and although the issue is considered important by the EU, the UKôs conservation 
lobby largely ignore it. 

 
ñThe contribution of non-native species to the UK economy 

 means there is a trade off between economic and ecological factors.ò 
Parliament Postnote 2008 

 
 Whatever an NGOôs expertise in one area, members often extend their trust to all countryside issues 
irrespective of the original expertise of the NGO. Over the last few years, therefore, we have seen the 
RSPB extend their remit from birds to nature more broadly. People join them because they like nature 
and, rather surprisingly, I was told that their penetration is deeper within rural rather than urban areas. 
However, I did not get a positive response from my Insider (farmer) group when I asked if they were 
members of the RSPB: 

 
ñAre you joking!?ò 
ñA bunch of conmenò  
ñGood god, no!ò 

 
Despite the opposition of knowledgeable country professionals, RSPB endorsement of a policy or 
directive from Europe creates a climate in which a workable political framework can be set. The 
government would have found it very hard to roll out the first set of agri-environment schemes (AES) - 
see below- without the buy in of this powerful conservation NGO. Attitudes and recommendations 
reflect membership recruitment drives. The ongoing spat between the NFU (food production) and 
RSPB (biodiversity), for example, threatens to derail rational discussion. However, is it perhaps 
inevitable as both camps try to sustain member recruitment figures based on disagreements with 
each other. On top of this, whatever we think of the word sustainability, it very much underpins 
todayôs policy agenda and is partly driven by more óefficientô NGOs getting their message across, 
leaving the more traditional rural organisations behind.   
 
 
The White Paper highlights the important role of 
conservation NGOs, in particular their skill at handling the 
media and getting their messages out, both to policy 
makers and the broader public: events such as the 
RSPBôs óEvery child outdoorsô campaign ensures the 
message they want told gets across to the uninitiated. 
However, conservation NGO policy is not without its 
problems. In one example from the recent past, local 
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campaigners challenged the felling of alien conifers and expressed outrage at the removal of oak 
trees harbouring corvids that overlook lapwing sites: popular sentiment is frequently a poor guide to 
effective conservation.  
The RSPB does undertake sound joint scientific research with other organisations such as the Game 
and Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT). One example is the 10-year Langholm Moor Demonstration 
Project which studies red grouse and raptors. Itôs a perfect example of a collaborative approach in 
aiding scientifically led land management practice. 
   
But, very often, the RSPB is unable to comment or promote any óunsavouryô results in case it upsets 
its membership. 
 
Meanwhile, at the other end of the óconservation axisô, The National Trust, with their 3.8 million 
members and 60,000 volunteers, have expanded their focus from large country houses to farmland 
and countryside.   

 
The charity now owns 
250,000 hectares of land, 
60% of it upland and 80% 
farmed by approx. 2000 
tenants.  
 
Their ambitious message for 
the future asks us to reduce 
our dependence on oil and 
wake up to the realisation 
that our long-term food and 
energy security depends on 
our environmental security. 
Their vision also sounds out 
the warning that unless we 
nurture our natural 
resources, the land will find 
it harder to deliver 
everything we need in the 
future [NATIONAL TRUST 2010].  
 

 
This seems reasonable even if difficult to achieve.    
 
In 2011, in an attempt to re-connect the public with food production, they launched an ambitious 
online scheme. óMyFarmô encourages individuals to pay to take part in farm enterprise decision 
making. One flaw is that the scheme is entirely organic, possibly reflecting the preference of the 
majority of its members. In what some describe as the tyranny of the majority, the scheme has 
resulted in some strange decisions: the trustôs farm manager was disappointed that online voters 
decided to go for a rare breed sheep as its main commercial flock and the project was somewhat 
muted after the live video showing the death of a foal soon after its birth [BBC JULY 2011]. 
 
Overall, some say the green lobby is perceived to be losing its grip. Others state that the conservation 
NGOs all bang the same drum thus confusing their messages, but for the time being, as some 
countryside lobby groups are perceived to be an unacceptable vested interest in policy makerôs eyes, 
conservation NGOs will continue to have first call on the ear of government.  
 
Ultimately, however the general publicôs love of the softer and prettier side of the natural world has 
grown as they have become more disconnected from nature red in tooth and claw. The NGOs that 
represent them are content to reflect this tendency to a varying degree, perhaps to maintain member 
numbers and in spite of their genuine expertise and both theoretical and practical understanding of 
the issues involved in conservation. 
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4.5 Bureaucrats and biodiversity 
 

ñConservation without money is conversationò 
Michael OôBrian DG Environment, Europe Commission 

 
Initiatives for agri-environment schemes (AES) were started by some countries before they became 
an European Regulation in 1999 with requirements for all member states to roll out agri-environment 
measures. As AES compete economically with the most profitable land use, there is a need to set the 
correct level of incentive without overpaying land managers. The AES, so far, is the main vehicle 
used by bureaucrats at both European and national level to deliver environmental benefit to the 
countryside. While they provide an indication of the engagement with the environment by land 
managers, they are not without controversy on the real benefits they deliver. 
 
AES are voluntary agreements that pay annual subsidies to land managers who manage their land in 
an environmentally sensitive way that goes beyond the minimum required of them by regulation 
[NATURAL ENGLAND 2009]. The first AES in England commenced in 1987 with Environmentally Sensitive 
Areas. They were followed by the Countryside Stewardship Schemes in 1991 and are now delivered 
within Entry Level and Higher Level Stewardship (ELS & HLS) schemes. 
 
At the moment, the majority of funding is from the Common Agricultural Policy budget and 
approximately £446 million per annum is allocated by the UK to AES with a top up from government 
funding. 
75% of farmers in England are already within AES. Many trumpet this as a good thing but looking 
more deeply, the answer is not so clear: 6 of the easiest options that absorb 50% of the budget, are 
operations that most farmers would undertake anyhow - hedge cutting and ditch maintenance require 
very little new conviction on improving or creating new habitat and have failed to result in much 
wildlife improvement. 

 
ñThe resulting delivery shows a clear over-investment in boundary options at the expense of in-ýeld options, 

which are more likely to produce biodiversity beneýtsò 
Vickery et al. 

 

In the same way the FBI is used as a barometer for the general health of the countryside, bird 
numbers are often used to measure the success or failure of an AES. Disappointingly for all, overall 
farmland bird numbers in 2007 were still at 52% of their levels in 1970 [DEFRA 2007]. There is a 
consensus that bird numbers have still not recovered under AES with the main blame focusing on 
changing farming practices including higher efficiencies in harvesting and storage and moving from 
spring to winter cereals and from hay to silage production.  

 

 
 








































































