Creating a Brighter Future Project
Notes of meeting with Dartmoor Hill Farmers held on Wednesday 17th July
2019 at the East Dart Hotel, Postbridge

Welcome and introductions
Welcome and introductions were given by Russell Ashford, Chairman of Dartmoor Hill Farm
Project
17 farmers attended the meeting
Other attendees included:




Tom Lewis, Defra
David Attwell, Training Coordinator, Dartmoor Hill Farm Project
Nigel Stone, Uplands Alliance

Farmers’ ‘worst fears’ and ‘best hopes’ when the UK leaves the EU
-

-

-

-

We are snowed under where we are with people talking about carbon, birds, butterflies
and SSSI not being in good condition despite all the money spent on us. We entered
into HLS to keep the vegetation 8 inches high but this is ignored by NE staff. We need to
be listened to and someone somewhere needs to recognise that what is there is
because of what we have done.
There is a problem with wildfires as there is not enough stock to manage the
vegetation.
Gorse on our home common is starving the stock where they stand.
My best hope is that there is a firm understanding of the consequences of policy
amongst policy makers and using local knowledge rather than a blanket approach.
My worst fear is that the recent 40% cut in the winter stocking level for sheep on the
commons will not be the end of it. This was imposed after an NE walkover review and
they wanted 50%.
Worst fears – loss of viable (healthy) grazing livestock and the management of the
commons further removed from the people who manage it; the breakup of moorland
farms. You can rent houses out but what about the land?
Further SSSI stocking level cuts and we will be stuffed.
Best hopes are that grazing livestock is not seen as a problem but a solution, for
example, in putting the carbon back. Farmers are seen as experts and treated with
respect. Relationships are built on trust not penalties.

-

-

-

-

-

Worst fear is the wrong trade deal. At the end of the day, a lot of our income is from
livestock and, if the trading deal with stock we compete with isn’t right, it will be very
difficult to deal with.
Best hope is a recognition that we do need active farmers that produce something so
we don’t get to a position where the less you do the more money you get. Future
support should be targeted at those actively doing things. We produce grass fed
animals and there is recognition of the role they play.
The collaborative approach has gone out of the window, for example with NE staff.
I hope grazing is seen as delivering carbon, water etc. Wildfires are the biggest issue and
we are being left to tackle them on our own.
My worst fear is that trade deals with America etc. will lead to cheaper food, which
means fat prices will be down and our main interest is cattle for fattening so suckler
cows will be worth less. No support payments, means no suckler herd in the country.
Wild meadows are lovely but not productive agriculture as we know it.
Best hope – TB finishes and markets buoyant and youngsters have something to look
forward to.
Livestock prices would have to rise by 52% to replace the current support payments.
My best hope is collaboration between farmers and with agencies so that we can work
together.
Worst fear is that there are more ‘clever people’ - environmentalists – who think they
are helping but they are not helping the environment or farmers.
Once family farms go in Dartmoor that will be it, as farms support the communities.
Framers are underrated – there are two main products for life – water and food – and
farmers provide the food.
Best hope is that they respect farmers more and let us farm and support the
environment and community.
Worst fear. At the moment everyone has a say and I don’t think anyone is satisfied.
The next generation just wants to farm.
I’m worried we will be flooded by cheaper food imports.
Best hope – active farmers are valued.
I’m worried by headlines blaming farmers for methane etc. and youngsters will not
want to get involved in farming. The headlines say farmers are to blame but city people
with their cars and air flights have a role too!
My best hope is that my son will be farming in 10 years’ time.
My worst fear is that farms become economically unviable and we lose interest from
the next generation, so we lose the hardy livestock and the genetic base.
Best hopes – There is potential through ELMS to deliver something good but I fear the
budget will not be enough.
Freeing up of control of red meat procuring and processing so that farmers can get a
better price.
Better relationships between those who advise and those who deliver – we have gone
from 12 NE project officers to less than 1.
My best hopes are that there is an increase in farm viability and we get valued again
and people realise the meat on their plate helps the environment.

-

-

-

-

-

-

I don’t find that anyone in Defra is there for more than a year or two, so we meet new
people as they come along and re-educate them in farming and Dartmoor.
How will the Uplands Alliance report balance with the Glover report which wants to
encourage more people to National parks but there is no recognition that, without
payments, there won’t be stock on the hills?
On Dartmoor, we have had a future farming scheme based on outcomes and is has
been fine so far but young farmers won’t be bothered to chase sheep on the common
and will head down the hill.
Farming will be competing for payments with education etc.
If there is no farming the land for public enjoyment will not be managed.
If there are good payments, the next generation may think they will stay on the land.
Today I took two groups of small kids onto the common and walkers stopped and said
what a wonderful place it was, with cows, ponies and sheep around. My best hope is
that we will be able to do that with young kids in the future.
My worst fear is that farming goes – already, there has been a drop off at the vets; a
young farmer group is folding, and 30 or 40 farms have been built on or gone near
Plymouth.
Young ones want to leave the old way of doing things behind.
I’d back myself without any money and do away with the climate of fear over what
money will we get, where will it come from, when will we get it?
We won’t get anywhere until we have been through a crisis and shake-out.
My worst fear is that NGOs and environmental bodies don’t realise the negative impact
they have had on the uplands over the last generation with no curlews and no lapwings
etc.
The UK is only 50% self-sufficient in food and yet Dartmoor is thought of as a
playground for people.
We are facing lots of changes and my best hope is that the payments enable us to keep
up with the changes.
My best hope is a support system that leads to upland farms being viable businesses
while they can look after the environment and the community.
Worst fear is that we are not listened to.
Agriculture is the raw material of tourism.

Question to the group – we are lucky to live here but what gives us the right to be paid to
live here? How would we explain that to a person living in Plymouth?
 Because of the public good we are delivering.
 Would the public vote for public goods? 51% probably ‘no’. Do you want a cheap
lamb chop or this hedge cut back?
 When I was working in surgeries dealing with life and death, getting out with the
dog at the end of the day was a vital part of coping.
-

The landscape sector is not good at marketing.
Nobody is working out what’s going to happen if….
if there are no payments what happens to Dartmoor? Landowners? Tenancies?

-

if stock markets are dropping, land values go down, we get less for livestock, it ill lead
to deflation.
The rat, fox and farmer are the most adaptable animals in the world but even they may
not be able to adapt.
We all know examples of where good land has been abandoned – hedges gone down
and fields of bracken.
The Knepp estate – everyone has read the book – they say leave the land for 5 years
but you can’t bring it back easily.

Environmental Land Management Scheme
Tom Lewis introduced himself and provided an update about the development of the
scheme.
Previous ‘legacy’ environmental schemes such as Countryside Stewardship, Environmental
Stewardship and ESA were the product of the European approach to agri-environment so
the current situation is what Michael Gove refers to as an ‘unfrozen moment’ and an
opportunity to do things differently.
The approach in ELMS builds on the concept of Natural Capital which is a good one because
the public goods covered in the scheme do not currently have a market or financial value.
The objectives for ELM are:



Transforming the role that agriculture and other land management activities play in
delivering environmental goods.
Generating public goods from public money and being a major component of the
delivery of the 25yr Environment Plan.

The fundamental principle of ELM is to provide public money for public goods. Defra is
seeking to co-design it with the farming community.
Whilst food production is fundamentally important, it is not defined as a public good for the
purposes of ELM, as it is rewarded by an existing market.
The six public goods proposed to be included in ELM are:







Clean and plentiful water
Clean air
Thriving plants and wildlife
Reduction in and protection from environmental hazards
Adaptation to and mitigation of climate change
Beauty, heritage and engagement with the environment

We have to learn from historic schemes, for example there has been criticism of
prescriptions over things like stocking rates and payments, but ELMS is intended to be much
lighter-touched with less bureaucracy and more flexibility. The new scheme will be based
around a plan set out by the farmer which says what they are going to deliver.

Motivation to participate will be based on payments and autonomy – the farmer decides
what they want to do within the scheme.
In preparation, a series of 46 tests and trials will be held across England to help with the
collaborative design of ELM. For example, we will be testing approaches to land
management plans; advice and guidance, and ways to incentivise collaboration. Also, we will
be trialling payment methods such as reverse auctions; payment by results, and nature
recovery networks etc.
Tom will be leading the team developing a series of National Pilots. On previous schemes,
there was no pilot but, for ELM, Defra wants to test a variety of approaches across the
country. The pilots will start in 2021 for 3 years and ELM will roll out nationally in late 2024
but will continue to develop beyond that date.
It might be that more people are eligible for ELMS that are currently, for example local
authorities and schools etc.
Points raised in the discussion (responses from Tom Lewis to questions are in italics):
-

-

-

-

Will ELM encompass all schemes that are out there at the moment such as stewardship
and BPS? Yes, from 2027 there will only be ELM.
So, there will be nothing else once you are in ELMS? ELM will be the only environmental
scheme but Defra is also thinking about a productivity scheme with grants or loans.
Is it to be a 25-year scheme? ELM will be focused on delivery of the 25-year Environment
Plan but this doesn’t mean that it will be fixed for 25 years. However, the basis on
outcomes means that it should be there long enough to deliver these although there
have been no decisions yet on scheme duration.
I have a concern. You refer to a simple plan but HLS also started like that bit it
eventually took around 18 months to agree. It was going to be a back-of-the fag-packet
and that got buy in. But by the time we got to CS we were presented with a plan with
only a few weeks to go to launch and we told NE it would not work but it went ahead
anyway. I can see ELM falling into the same traps. CS was based on prescriptive options
but ELM will not be based on this approach, although it will probably need some
description of the outcomes to be achieved. A lot depends on Treasury and what they
will accept. Outcomes works best at a larger scale so we should be seeking this rather
than focussing on the grams of carbon in each field.
If there are 46 tests and trials from all parts of the country, are you going to be able to
pick-and-mix from these to give a more flexible scheme? What will the final package
look like? It will not be pick-and-mix. The tests and trials are looking at specific aspects
of the scheme such as what would a management plan look like. The results will then
feed into the new scheme design.
What will the ELM booklet look like? We don’t yet know.
We don’t want a booklet that is [four inches] thick. We need to build trust because now
[under CS] we have to record every detail of what we have done.
What money is there for the tests and trials? The budget is in place bit it is small and is
not for delivering anything environmental but is for testing what approaches will work.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Will Defra make any use of the experience of the Dartmoor Farming Futures trials over
the past five years that is delivering outcomes? I don’t know exactly but nothing is being
discounted.
We currently have basic payment with cross-compliance. In the future, who will have
the big stick? The Stacey review has made recommendations on how regulations are
going to be enforced. ELMS is not part of regulation.
It is worrying that, by 2024 our businesses will be non-viable and yet nothing new will
be ready.
Will the new scheme be applied for online? Will there be project officers that
appreciate the local differences?
You mention online reverse auctions but we don’t all have broadband and will be at a
disadvantage.
The importance of the new scheme to our farm businesses means it’s hard to imagine a
future based on online reverse auctions. It is not envisaged that the scheme will be
entirely based on reverse auctions. However, farmers like the scheme in Pool Harbour
operated by Wessex Water which shows that it the approach can work well in some
circumstances.
What level of advice do you want or need? Early thoughts are that there will be no free
advice as it is considered that if you don’t pay for advice you don’t value it. [There were
no direct responses from the meeting]
A criticism of BPS was that the landlord picks up the money.
What about short-term lets in the new scheme?
We don’t want to sign up on day one for 25 years, the agreement needs to evolve.
There will probably not be a standard term for an agreement – the farmer decides.
ELMS means we will get funding for the ‘window dressing’ that agriculture delivers and
abandoning our core business in order to deliver the nice stuff. We are proud of what
we produce and food is vital but it feels like this is undervalued. With rewilding you can
pick up money for doing nothing. The outcomes are to be delivered alongside and as a
result of farming.
It’s not just window dressing. What we deliver in the uplands is spectacular and up to
now we have not had that recognised.
It feels like we are getting less and less money as we go along and having less stock – it’s
scary!
What is it we want? Based on providing value for money why can’t it be that the
farmers do the monitoring? We need a scheme where we can fill the form in ourselves
and provide advice amongst ourselves. We now the butterflies and birds.
I’m not sure I know the butterflies!!
Instead of ‘net gain’, the approach should be based on ‘no net loss’.
To provide the ELM outcomes we will need stability but we have to endure fluctuating
livestock markets. Yes, but there will be stable income from the ELM scheme.
I can’t guarantee that the scheme will not change but legislation is harder to change
and concepts like natural capital and public goods are locked in now.
We are talking about farm productivity grants as a separate thing but it needs to
brought together for farm viability.

-

Cattle and sheep are part of the ecosystem not separate.
Can’t we call it ‘Land Management’ and not ‘Environmental Land Management’?
The list of public goods does not recognise culture and yet this is a big thing.
Down the hill, the farmer can change things easily with things such as buffer strips and
new hedgerows, but in the uplands we cannot.
On the scale, uplands are already at ‘9’ but the lowlands are at ‘2’. Will we be rewarded
for getting from 9 to 10 or can we keep the current score and be rewarded?
Delivering more natural capital could lead to major structural change on the farm.
If the scheme doesn’t get buy-in it will not work. Agreed.
It calls for a scheme that can evolve and grow and not one that changes radically. This is
an opportunity of being based on UK legislation as the scheme will need to change and
adapt.

Responses to final slide of the presentation:
1. What would encourage you to join the scheme?
2. What would be barriers to your participation?
3. What environmental benefits can be delivered?
1.
-

-

-

What would encourage you to join the scheme?
One that suits commoners as individuals.
Money! The scheme has got to reward achievements.
Will it improve my business?
Option to join or not to join.
Simplicity. I don’t really know what is in my HLS as someone else filled in the form.
The personnel involved in running and monitoring the scheme are aware of what was
intended at the beginning and do not come in with a new set of priorities for the
agreement and then get a stick out!
If it’s a 25-year agreement, then we need 5-year sign offs.
Minimum record keeping.
Verification needs to be simple – once a year, and we tick the boxes ourselves. On the
Burren, farmers pay other farmers to do the monitoring. Its similar in Sweden and cost
effective too.
In Dartmoor Farming Futures trust has grown – it’s the closest we have come to bottom
up.
A part farm approach with no need to put the whole farm in the scheme.
Input by farmers into the selection of people who are recruited to manage the scheme.

2. What would be barriers to your participation?
- Fear of penalties.
TL – do you need Natural England or that level of advice?
- No, but we do need someone there to advise the government.

-

It’s sad that we have lost the expertise of people who came up through ADAS etc.

-

It is important to have the home farm linked to the commons. Will the commons be
separate holdings? There is a lot of work to do to see how the new scheme will work on
commons.
We need Defra to come to Dartmoor to allow farmers to demonstrate how complicated
commons are.

-

What would encourage the next generation to join ELMS?
- The environment wouldn’t have to impact on the viability of the rest of the farm.
Everyone is concerned about farm profitability but we need to be able to respond by
producing more if we do get a good deal [when we leave the EU] and if we get
opportunities such as when there are droughts in other countries and they cannot
produce food.
- We do have areas of the farm which are not viable to keep as grassland and, if
payments are good, we may put this into schemes.
- Profitability – over the past 25 years, environmental schemes have done nothing to
build up the farm business.
- We have commented so far without knowing what will happen to the Agriculture Bill
but this could have big implications.
- Is Defra seeing ELMS as supporting the core business or does it have no concern about
livestock?
- As things are now, we would make more money if we have no animals.
- That has a knock-on effect to suppliers etc.
- Home farms are intrinsically linked to the commons. If the farm is not viable, then there
will be no animals but animals are the best way to manage commons.
We need to construct agreements to work for both the farm and the environment.
- There is a lot in the media about carbon and the need to reduce emissions. If we
remove the livestock it could be argued that it will improve the carbon and reduce
pollution in the water etc., so we need also to have food seen as a public good.
- We are delivering a lot for the environment now and the scheme needs to recognise
this and get the payments right. If you are delivering outcomes that have a value, the
scheme should recognise that.
- The overall level of funding for ELMS needs to be somewhere around the level of single
farm payment we are getting now.
- We should get funds for butterflies in the dry years and slugs in the wet years!
- We are penalised on National Parks as there are no solar fields and no wind fields.
- If we end up importing more food to help look after our environment but the
environment is being hammered in other countries to produce the food, then we are
exporting the problems.
- If we don’t come out of the EU, will the Defra work be part of the new CAP? I think part
of this work will be incorporated as there is huge interest in Europe in valuing
environmental goods.

Thanks given and meeting ended
Thanks were given to David Atwell for organising and promoting the meeting and to Tom
Lewis for listening and explaining the scheme.
NS requested that people give consent if they are happy for the Uplands Alliance to
communicate directly with them by email, and undertook to circulate the notes as soon as
possible.
Farmers who attended the meeting:
Paul Bowden; Ann Willcocks; Russell Ashford; Alison Green; Philip French; Helen Radmore;
John Cooper; Edward Pollard; Sandra Dodd; Stephen Arrowsmith-Brown; Phil Cleave; Dave
Colton; Layland Branfield; Maurice Retallick; Tom Stratton; Matthew Cole; Colin Abel; Tracey
Northmore

Comments submitted after the meeting:
The meeting was a good starting point and perhaps could be repeated on an annual basis as
it is a dynamic situation and would be a useful platform for policy to remain current.
I strongly feel farmers should be involved on every level as they have the working practical
knowledge on what really goes on. We were pulled up in the wet winter of 2017 for feeding
livestock hay on a common next to our local village – it was interesting and a point of fact
that when we completed the Game Conservancy bird count – we had a multitude of small
song birds feeding on the hay seeds – when we fed the cattle and ponies in the Spring,
whilst our fields on the curtilage of the village there which had no livestock in at that time
mainly had corvids, magpies and pigeons.

