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Foreword
Welcome to the latest edition of Taking the Pulse.
I’d firstly like to introduce myself as the
new Head of Agriculture at HSBC UK. I’ve
been with HSBC for 10 years now and
I’ve worked in banking for over 30 years,
working with business or corporate clients
throughout that time.

The agriculture industry has faced periods of
volatility and uncertainty many times in the
past and has always shown resilience and
strength of character to come through them
in a more robust state than before. I’m sure
that will prove to be the case again.

When it comes to the farming industry,
I’ve worked as a relationship manager
for agricultural customers and have also
run an area team working specifically
with farmers. In my most recent role as a
Regional Director in the Midlands, over a
third of my lending business was via our
specialist Agricultural Managers.

Agriculture was certainly hit hard by
Coronavirus lockdowns in certain areas.
The closure of many service outlets such
as restaurants, fast food outlets and
coffee shops was particularly damaging to
some suppliers. HSBC UK has supported
our farming customers through these
challenges as it always has in the face of
disease or market disruption in the past.

I’m delighted to have taken on this role,
I have a huge amount of respect for the
sector and have always enjoyed getting to
know the people who work within it. I’m
also very proud of the team I’ve joined and
the great work that our excellent Agriculture
Managers are doing in supporting our
customers throughout the country.
It must be said, I joined at a turbulent time
as farmers were battling flooding, and the
challenges of too much or, indeed, too little
rain. Then we were hit by COVID-19. All of
these difficulties came against the backdrop
of our exit from Europe and the effect that
will have on income streams and markets.

We take a long-term view that viable farms
will be viable again when the markets
return. During this crisis, we’ve provided
capital repayment holidays, restructured
lending, increased overdrafts and new
CBILS loans to many of our customers
and we will continue to stand shoulder to
shoulder with farmers as the new ‘normal’
evolves.
Looking ahead, some of the key aspects of
farm management which will be particularly
important in the coming years are operating
efficiently and sustainably, reacting quickly
to changes and being open to new ideas.
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We hope this edition of Taking the Pulse
provides some valuable insight and
information in this regard.

As ever, it’s fascinating to hear how UK
farmers are producing excellent products in
such different ways.

While we’re still awaiting details of how
governments in the UK will replace
payments to the industry which used
to come from Europe, we do know that
sustainability will form an important part
of the strategy moving forward. With
that in mind, we have a strong focus on
sustainable and environmentally-friendly
farming practices in this edition.

Finally, following Brexit, the UK will be
setting its own rules on agricultural policy
for the first time since 1973. Richard
King, Head of Business Research at the
Andersons Centre, provides an overview of
what each of the four administrations are
currently thinking in terms of their policy
approach (p12).

‘What you can’t measure, you can’t
manage’. So says Alice Ritchie of the
CLA as she looks at the role of carbon
accounting in helping farmers keep better
track of their impact on the environment
(p.10). Continuing the theme, Dr Jude
Capper, an Independent Livestock
Sustainability Consultant, gives her
views on what the dairy industry can
do to continue driving improvements in
sustainability and what messages we
should be communicating to the consumer
(p8).
Beyond sustainability, we also take a closer
look at the pig sector, sharing the stories of
two pig farmers using different but equally
successful farming models. Jimmy Butler
of Blythburgh Free Range Pork has been
producing free range pigs on the family
farm in Suffolk for some 20 years (p14).
Meanwhile Yorkwold is a large-scale pig
farmer that has finishing contracts in place
with a number of neighbouring arable
farms (p17).

I very much look forward to getting out into
the community and meeting as many of
you as possible as the restrictions relating
to Coronavirus subside. In the meantime,
thank you for giving HSBC UK your
business and please rest assured that we
will do our utmost to support you, whatever
the future may bring.

Martin Hanson
Head of Agriculture, HSBC UK
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Case study: Aidansfield Research Farm

Secrets of high productivity
at low carbon cost
A beacon of lean production and efficiency, Conor Colgan, of Aidansfield
Research Farm, is using lean management principles and accuracy driven
measurement to maximise output and reduce carbon footprint.

“It’s a family business, we’ve been farming
since 1969,” explains Conor Colgan, whose
father, Aidan Colgan, started out as a firstgeneration farmer, with about an acre of
land in Northern Ireland.
Before moving to Northumberland, Conor
explains: “My father grew the business and
helped develop the first ever Farm Quality
Assurance Scheme in the North of Ireland.
He always had great business acumen.
At our peak we had 300 suckler cows on
about 500 acres of hill and grassland and
400 acres of arable land, all rented on an
annual lease.”
In 2002 the family uprooted and purchased
Lowick Hall Farm in Northumberland,
where Conor and his mother, Joan, run
Aidansfield today.
Over the last two decades, Aidansfield has
grown into a mix of enterprises, with 630
acres of crops and 170 acres of grazing

land that can sustain up to 150 suckler
cows. Conor operates a stocking rate of
1.25 acres of grassland (silage and grazing)
per cow and calf, that he hopes to soon get
down to one acre, to generate £1,000 per
acre of cattle sales off grassland.
“This is a very productive vein of land for
cereal crops, producing between four to
five tons of wheat per acre – so the cows
have to compete with that for profitability.”
Making the most of the land
“We’ve added 3,000 tons of grain drying/
storage and state-of-the-art housing for 150
cows – up from 60,” explains Conor.
The new livestock complex supports
a GrowSafe system that monitors the
animals’ dry matter feed intake, and real
time weight gain measurement through
which Conor has been able to selectively
breed for feed efficiency, achieving higher
stocking rates.


We can
selectively
breed for a
20-30%
increase in
feed efficiency.

Conor in the feed passage
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“Through our system,” he says, “we can
selectively breed for a 20-30% increase in
feed efficiency, upping the amount of cattle
we hold on the same resources.”

and timings, Conor has extended his lean
operation ideas [see key terms panel] to
grain storage, eliminating bottlenecks and
reducing labour costs.

Maximising the benefits of technology,
the facilities include a self-locking in-pen
system, to streamline pregnancy testing
and vaccination processes, and a bespoke
external handling system that weighs the
young animals.

Through an investment in its grain storage
facility, the farm is now beating local grain
silos and the local grain co-op when initial
capital costs are depreciated over a 25-year
period.

“I can weigh 15 bulls in under 20 minutes
which minimises time out of penning,
resulting in effectively no reduction in feed
intake,” says Conor.
It’s through gains in efficiency like this that
Conor is continuously striving for higher
productivity with a lower carbon footprint
per unit of production.
By mapping value streams [see key terms
panel] and keeping a close eye on capacity

We’ve optimised
the land use and
completely displaced
grain storage costs
off of the farm.
1

Policy

“We’ve optimised the land use and
completely displaced grain storage costs
off of the farm.”
Maximising productivity
As well as breeding his Pedigree Saler cows
for a healthier and more productive herd,
Conor switched from selling heifers for beef
to selling them for breeding – reducing the
cycle time by five months. This change in
selling policy helped the farm to double
stocking, reducing the carbon footprint for
each animal.
“It comes down to the price of the product,
whether that’s the finished animal or a ton
of wheat, verses the amount of time that it
stays on the property and the work required
to build a reputation for quality,” he explains.
Reducing the carbon footprint
Reducing the time heifers are on the land
has helped to reduce carbon emissions
from 34 kilos of CO2 per unit of production
in 2009 to 17 kilos of CO2 today1.
Aidansfield is already beating the Quality
Meat Scotland (QMS) average, while still
looking to improve.

Includes all resources set against Aidansfield cattle enterprise i.e. barley and grass grown and kg of livestock produced

Pedigree Saler cows

“We’re also looking into further automation,
producing our own protein, and the
implementation of research that could allow
us to measure carbon absorption in our
crops, hedges and grassland,” says Conor.
He believes that through measurement of
carbon sink within the production process,
he can find a balance between meeting
government targets, which usually focus on
dedicating land to nature, and efficient food
production. This could include measuring
the carbon absorption of crops and the
carbon retention in soil.
Careful monitoring
“We’ve optimised the mix of enterprises on
the farm to maximise sales value, that’s the
first step,” he explains, “the more difficult
step is delivering all that at an optimal level
of cost.”

Conor’s lean approach looks to balance
overheads with potential gain. For
example, ploughing and traditional seedbed preparation present significant costs,
but Conor believes they’re essential in
maintaining his reputation for high quality,
specialising in the production of wheat and
oat seed. A high-quality seed bed also has
the added benefit of saving on slug pellets
and herbicides.
“It comes down to your attitude to risk and
how much insurance you want. If you have
discerning customers, you really have to
be sure you’re producing that consistently
high-quality product.”
Measuring success
Aidansfield’s high tech capability has
allowed Conor to conduct trial work for
a large international firm and collaborate 
HSBC UK Agriculture 6
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Lean Management
Using value stream mapping to
increase efficiency and reduce waste,
both physically and in terms of time.
Value Stream Mapping
A value stream is every activity that
occurs when generating or producing a
product or service. Mapping the stream
involves writing out each activity and
examining its worth and efficiency in
detail, to remove stages that do not add
value and enhance the value-adding
potential of processes and alignment
with consumer expectation.
Bio-stimulants
Compounds and micro-organisms that
are mixed and applied to crops and/or
soil to improve the quality, health and
resilience, and yield of the plants.

Conor and his two children, Sophia and Alphy

on research projects with The Institute of
Global Food Security at Queen’s University,
Belfast, through which he’s able to partner
and apply for research funding.
The farm now monitors animals through
automated feed systems, smart tags for
dry matter intake, cameras, and scales at
drinking troughs.
“The next stage of research,” he says, “will
be to take this technology out to grass and
get the whole production cycle monitored
in real time.”
To make the investment worthwhile for
other farmers, the value of monitoring
needs to exceed the cost of technology.

The research conducted at Aidansfield’s
aims to pinpoint those aspects that are
worth the cost.

We’re more
accuracy driven,
than ‘intensive’.
We’re using data to
increase efficiency.

Animal welfare
High output operations often get labelled
‘intensive’ – which tends to bring up
questions of animal welfare in the public
mind.
Conor states, “We’re more accuracy
driven than ‘intensive’. We’re using data
to increase efficiency and, with everything
being measured, animal welfare is
significantly improved.”
The animal housing provides 10 metres
squared per cow, exceeding recommended

Case study: Aidansfield Research Farm

space, and is designed to provide excellent
airflow, while continuous monitoring keeps
animals healthy.
“Our animals are monitored year round, we
produce plenty of grass, and our system
ensures they stay healthy and, due to
Net Feed Efficiency measuring, are never
underfed,” says Conor. “Furthermore our
herd is health scheme accredited which is
reflected in the fact that we’ve only used
one bottle of antibiotics in the last year.”
The future
The business benchmarks with other farms
to compare overheads and variable costs
and map value streams. Conor believes that
further improvements can still be made.
“There is a need, going forward,” muses
Conor, “to be even more aware of how
easily things can slip.”
The farm is also looking at a reduction in
labour through further automation and
a decrease in nitrogen use in crops and
grass through better soil monitoring, use of
legumes, new grass varieties and trialling of
bio-stimulants [see key terms panel].
The question is, can these lean management
principles and high-tech measurement
systems be employed on a wider scale?
With Aidansfield’s continued research, we
may see more farmers considering a lean
management approach, with the potential to
dramatically increase efficiency and reduce
the carbon cost of agriculture and meat
production across the country.
HSBC UK Agriculture 7
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Sustainability

Driving sustainability in
the dairy industry
The dairy industry continues to make strides in sustainability, but
consumers need to be reassured that they’re making the right choice
when they buy dairy. Dr Jude Capper explores sustainability within
the industry, how we can improve, and what messages we should be
communicating to the consumer.

What started out as a push from
government bodies for the farming sector
to reduce net carbon emissions has
evolved into a demand from retailers and
consumers alike for more transparency in
production practices. Modern customers
want to know where their products come
from and what impact their purchases have
on the environment, animal welfare, and
labour practices.
To some degree, cattle for beef and dairy
get a worse press than other agricultural
enterprises, due mainly to the methane
produced by cows. It is sometimes unfair,
however, considering that grazing cattle
help to take carbon out of the atmosphere
and put it back into the ground.1
New research2 also suggests that, unlike
Nitrous Oxide (N2O) and Carbon Dioxide
(CO2), Methane (CH4) dissipates over time
– about 20 years. This gives cattle farmers
a huge opportunity to reduce emissions
in a real way, over a relatively short span
of time, if they can maintain levels of
production while reducing animal stocks.
One of the biggest challenges, for the dairy
industry in particular, is knowing where
to start. How do you quantify what you’re
doing? Unfortunately there is no simple
answer. There is no particular breed of cow
or brand of feed that’s going to guarantee a
greenhouse gas reduction.
Another hurdle the dairy industry must
overcome is the difficulty in quantifying
its carbon footprint. Milk, for example, has

a relatively low carbon cost, producing
approximately one kilo of carbon dioxide
per litre of milk3. One kilo of cheese,
however, requires 10 to 12 litres of milk
to produce, so the carbon cost increases
accordingly.
Milk production, therefore, is the point of
control that the sector has over greenhouse
gas emissions. Everything done on farm
(which accounts for 70% of the sector’s
emissions) will inevitably feed down the
supply chain.
Making changes
Sustainability is a balance of three factors.
First and foremost is economic viability.
Producing a high-quality product at an
affordable price to meet your market. You
have to make a profit, so any change that
puts that profit in jeopardy is likely to be
unsustainable.


Another hurdle
the dairy industry
must overcome
is the difficulty in
quantifying its
carbon footprint.

Carbon Footprint Evaluation of Regenerative Grazing at White Oak 2019 (Quantis): https://blog.whiteoakpastures.com/hubfs/WOP-LCA-Quantis-2019.pdf 2 Michelle Cain, John Lynch, Myles R. Allen, Jan S. Fuglestvedt, David J. Frame & Adrian H
Macey (2019). Improved calculation of warming-equivalent emissions for short-lived climate pollutants: https://www.nature.com/articles/s41612-019-0086-4 3 Smedman et al. (2010). Nutrient density to climate impact (NDCI). Food & Nutr. Res.

1
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By improving
yield, while using
the same or fewer
resources, the farm
is becoming more
efficient.
The next consideration is environmental
responsibility. Government targets often
focus on carbon footprint and greenhouse
gas emissions, but efficient land use, soil
erosion, water use and pollution, landdegradation, and biodiversity should all
be taken into account as well. If a farm is
highly damaging to the land it sits on, it’s
unlikely to be very sustainable and certainly
opens itself up to negative press, which
leads onto the third consideration, social
acceptability.
Social acceptability largely ties the first
two factors together. If consumers don’t
want to buy your product because they
believe it to be bad for the environment
then it’s unlikely to be economically viable.
Farmers need to be transparent in their
production practices to make consumers
confident enough in their purchases. The
4

successful marketing of products such
as ‘Happy Eggs’ and ‘Arla Big Milk’ show
how consumers are sometimes willing to
pay more for the reassurance that their
purchase is supporting animal welfare and
sustainability.
Hitting targets
Every farm is different and there is no one
solution for becoming as sustainable as
possible. It may sound simple, but the one
sure-fire way of ensuring you’re on the right
track is to be hitting your yearly targets in
terms of yield, livestock retention etc.
By improving yield, while using the same
or fewer resources, the farm is becoming
more efficient and therefore reducing
emissions by percentage of production. It
doesn’t sound revolutionary by any stretch
of the imagination, but it does work.

Communicate with the consumer
The key message that the industry needs to
be sending out at this point is that farmers
care. It’s a common misconception that
farmers are only concerned with making a
profit, when the truth is that British farmers
are continuously striving for improvements
in animal welfare and sustainability. Farmers
need to be transparent in this and connect
with consumers through better marketing of
their efforts.
Milk alternatives seem to be relentlessly
marketed as healthy and sustainable
alternatives to cow’s milk, where in fact cow’s
milk contains far more protein, calcium
and magnesium than any of its plantbased competitors.4 The Agriculture and
Horticulture Development Board (AHDB),
the levy board for dairy and other industries,
is currently leading the way in promoting

Smedman et al. The UK Dairy Roadmap Showcasing 10 Years of Environmental Commitment: https://www.dairyuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/The-Dairy-Roadmap-2018.pdf

the benefits of dairy, through advertising
via YouTube and online streaming services,
with encouraging success.
The dairy industry should be proud of
what it’s already accomplished. Having
faced a number of challenges in the past,
it’s proven to be an extremely resilient
sector and has simultaneously managed
to reduce its carbon footprint by 24% over
the last 25 years4.

Dr Jude Capper, Independent Livestock
Sustainability Consultant.
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Carbon accounting

Reducing emissions for
agriculture in the UK
British farmers, on average, already produce far less carbon emissions
than many of their international competitors1 and landowners are
always looking for further ways to increase efficiency. Alice Ritchie,
Land Use Policy Adviser at the Country Land and Business Association
(CLA), delves into the workings of carbon accounting and examines
the ways in which we are already sustainable, where we can improve,
and how to maximise our efforts.
The UK Government and the Committee
on Climate Change have set very ambitious
targets, with the aim of getting the UK
to be a net zero emissions economy by
2050. Farming and agriculture contribute
approximately 10% to the UK’s greenhouse
gas emissions1, which is fairly low
compared with other sectors, and is
considered to be a ‘hard to reduce’ sector.
That said, agriculture is the only sector of
the economy that can effectively capture
and store carbon in both trees and soils.
Farmland is by far the best, and most
widely available, resource for carbon
storage and tree planting can often be a
viable option for farmers looking to offset
their emissions, if they can overcome the
cost barriers.
British farmers are keeping better track
of their impact on the environment, using
1

carbon accounting tools to confidently
promote the green benefits of farms and to
show that they’re part of the solution, not
part of the problem. With this transparent
approach, it’s far easier for landowners to
identify where further improvements can be
made.
Creating a carbon account
Measurement and record keeping, in the
form of a carbon account, is essential for
anyone looking to properly manage their
carbon output. What you can’t measure,
you can’t manage.
The first step you should take in creating
a carbon account is to decide what you
want to measure. There are three options:
first, a ‘whole holding’ measurement
that measures the complete carbon
footprint of the entire land, including any
crops, animals, tourism businesses or


Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, CCC Land Use Report 2018
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rental properties; second, a ‘per product’
measurement calculating the carbon
cost of producing a particular product,
for example per kilo of grain or per litre of
milk; and lastly, ‘by enterprise’, which will
take a measurement for a specific part of
the business, for example grain or beef
production.
While keeping a carbon record for the entire
business is a very good way of measuring
a year on year increase or decrease in
emissions, measuring per product or per
enterprise provides a clearer benchmark,
allowing you to compare your operation
with others or the national/global average.
The second step is to consider the scope of
what you want to measure. How far up or
down the supply chain do you want to go?
At the CLA, we recommend focussing on
the things you can directly control, like land
protection and fertiliser use etc. Although
it is worth considering where your supplies
come from and where your product goes,
so you can be sure you’re making informed
choices around your supply chain.

A good way of identifying weak spots in
efficiency is to use one of the online tools
available, such as the Cool Farm Tool or the
Farm Carbon Cutting Calculator. Once you
have the figures and can see where you’re
able to make changes, the final step is to
decide what to do with all that information.
It can be used to improve farm carbon
efficiency, but also as a marketing tool
to promote the farm or to simply identify
where money can be saved.
Making savings
Using precision agriculture techniques for
fertiliser is a good example of a way you
can significantly reduce emissions. Soil
is also very important. Leaving land bare
or excessively cultivating it can damage
the soil’s ability to retain carbon and is an
example of where small gains across large
areas of land can make all the difference.
There is, though, no perfect farm system.
Organic farms, for example, can’t be said to
be universally more environmentally friendly
than nonorganic. The solution for every
farmer is unique, although the common

areas for potential savings can usually be
traced back to improving efficiency – using
only what you need at the right time, keeping
a healthy stock of animals and planning the
most effective use of farm equipment.
Balancing the account
Balancing a carbon account of any farm
comes down to finding equilibrium between
improving efficiency and sequestering
and storing carbon. If you’re exploring the
options of carbon storage through tree
planting, there are many organisations that
can help, from the Forestry and Woodland
Advisers with us at the CLA, to the
Woodland Trust or Forestry Commission, to
a number of private companies.
When deciding to plant, there is a range of
support available. Woodland grant schemes
can aid in the upfront costs of planting
and maintenance payments are available
for fencing, pest control, coppicing etc.
Once land has been dedicated to trees, you
can value the carbon reduction using the
‘Woodland Carbon Code’, that estimates
how much carbon is stored in different tree
species, and get paid for that – the CLA can
provide further advice on this.
As well as wood harvesting and selling
carbon through a government-backed
scheme (Woodland Carbon Credits)2 it
is also likely, thanks to new post-Brexit
agricultural policies, that farmers will soon
be paid for the biodiversity benefits, flood
alleviation and water quality improvement
that their trees provide. All this is not to say
that we should be turning highly productive

A good way of
identifying weak
spots in efficiency
is to use one of the
online tools available.
agricultural land into forestry and there’s
still the challenge of land value reduction
after planting.
Overall it’s important to find a balance
between emission reductions and carbon
storage. British farmers are world leaders
in green, efficient farming and should be
proud of the improvements the sector has
already made. There’s still a long way to
go but carbon accounting can, at the very
least, give farmers a clear direction.

Alice Ritchie, Land Use Policy Adviser at
the Country Land and Business Association
(CLA)

GOV UK Advice and guidance for customers applying for the Woodland Carbon Guarantee:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/woodland-carbon-guarantee

2
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Agricultural support

Developments in UK
agricultural policy
There is almost certainly no one now working in the agricultural
departments of the UK that has direct experience of designing a farm
support system. The last time the UK set its own rules on agricultural
policy was before it joined the EEC, as it then was, in 1973. Since that
point, civil servants have largely been confined to implementing the rules
agreed in Brussels under the Common Agricultural Policy – with a few
tweaks here and there to tailor it to national circumstances. With Brexit,
the four administrations in the UK effectively have a blank sheet of paper.
Richard King, Head of Business Research at the Andersons Centre,
provides a brief overview of what they are currently thinking.

Money
What is possible is always limited by the
budget available. Farming might consider
itself lucky in that it has received a ‘funding
guarantee’. This promises to ‘match the
current budget available to farmers in
every year of this Parliament’ – due to
end in 2024. The form of words also
allows for a variety of interpretations – for
example, does the phrase ‘available to
farmers’ only mean current Basic Payment
Scheme (BPS) funding is guaranteed and
not Rural Development money? Time will
tell. It certainly seems likely that funding
to 2024 will only be guaranteed at current
prices – i.e. it will not be increased in
line with inflation. After 2024, there may
well be a sharp squeeze on budgets as
farming competes with other Government
priorities such as the NHS, schools, social
care etc. In the short term, though, the
administrations can plan their future

schemes with reasonable clarity on
funding.
Public goods v direct payments
One of the biggest tensions in UK farm
policy is how much and how fast to
change. This is illustrated by the balance
between continuing to pay an ‘income
support’ to farmers in the form of a direct
payment (i.e. son-of-BPS), versus a move
to ‘public goods’ payments. The latter
involves the Government buying services
from land managers where there is no
market for them. This includes traditional
agri-environmental targets such as wildlife
and habitats, but the new schemes will go
much further into areas such as soil health,
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, flood
prevention, public access and more.
Scotland is very much in the camp of
little change – it is proposing only limited 
HSBC UK Agriculture 12
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Agricultural support

Animal welfare
will be a feature of
future policy. Having
high standards is
seen as one of the
unique selling points
of UK food.
alterations to the present suite of schemes
such as BPS, Less Favoured Area Support
Scheme (LFASS) and Agri-Environment
Climate Scheme (AECS) until 2024. At
the other extreme is England where an
‘agricultural transition’ is planned to start
in 2021 with the BPS completely phased out
by 2028 and replaced by a public goodsbased Environmental Land Management
(ELM) scheme.
Both Wales and Northern Ireland have
delayed any major changes until after 2021.
Wales will then also transition (over a period
yet to be decided) to a public goods type of
support. However, the Welsh Government
may well maintain a greater focus on
productive agriculture in its support system
(e.g. grants for infrastructure). The plans
in Northern Ireland are somewhat less
advanced due to the suspension of the
Assembly. However, an element of income
support, like the BPS, could form part of the
eventual policy mix.

Productivity, training, welfare
Defra and the devolved agricultural
departments have a clear goal to make
farming ‘better’. Part of this is making the
industry more efficient and productive
– the international comparisons on farm
productivity are not flattering to the UK.
This is likely to see investment across the
UK in research but, crucially, also more
emphasis on knowledge transfer onto farm.
Part of the package is likely to be capital
grants. These will be mainly for equipment
– especially that seen as ‘high-tech’, as
Ministers like to be seen as supporting
cutting edge technology. But there may
also be infrastructure grants.
Improving the skills of farmers themselves
will form part of future farm policy. There
will be training made available and also
subsidised advice. In England, for example,
this advice will be linked to helping famers
move from the old support regime to
the new one and making best use of

the ELM scheme. It may be mandatory
to have training or advice to get access
to grants under the new arrangements.
No UK administration quite looks ready
to introduce compulsory Continuous
Professional Development (CPD) for farmers
(e.g. a minimum amount of training per year
as a ‘licence to farm’), but it may not be
many years away.

production, habitats, landscapes and
amenity, the new factor of carbon capture
has boosted the drive for more trees. There
is likely to be continued support in the
form of planting grants, but also additional
ongoing payments to recognise the carbon
being locked-up.
Conclusion
The EU’s Common Agricultural Policy
meant that all parts of the UK followed
broadly similar farm policies. With
devolution and then Brexit, each country is
free to adopt their own plans. This should
allow policy to be more closely tailored to
the circumstances of the farming industry
in that nation – although it makes the farm
support ‘landscape’ far more complex
in the UK. Over time, as each country
does different things, it may provide a
‘laboratory’ in terms of what works and
what doesn’t. In any event, the farming
industry will have to get used to a very
different policy environment to that seen for
the past 40 years.

Lastly, animal welfare will also be a feature
of future policy. Having high standards is
seen as one of the unique selling points
of UK food and is seen by Government as
a key weapon in selling produce to both
domestic and international consumers. Any
monetary support will be for measures that
go beyond the existing legal baseline.
Trees
The past General Election campaign saw
a bidding war in terms of tree planting
commitments in party manifestos. As well
as the traditional drivers such as timber

Richard King, Head of Business Research
at the Andersons Centre
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Case Study:
Blythburgh Free Range Pork

Striving for
the perfect pig
For one Suffolk pig farmer, the
journey to farming a fully freerange herd has been about
grasping opportunities, meeting
customer demand and getting the
product just right.
Jimmy Butler has been farming pigs in
Suffolk for over 40 years, but it was an
approach from Waitrose to supply the
supermarket chain with free range pork that
set his business on the path to where it is
today.
“Working with Waitrose opened my eyes to
the potential of free range pork but I wanted
to test it for myself,” says Jimmy. “So, I took
a pig to my local butcher, and asked him to
cut it up and give some meat to 10 of his
best customers, leaving some for me.”
The feedback from those customers, and
the opportunity to taste his own produce,
convinced Jimmy that free range was the
way to go for his business. He gradually
stopped supplying Waitrose so he could
develop his own brand – Blythburgh Free
Range Pork.

Jimmy Butler and son Alastair on the farm

All the pigs are born
outside to sows that
live outside.

That was 20 years ago, and the business
is now selling 300 weaners a week to a
finisher in Yorkshire, finishing 400 gilts a
week free range and 120 boars indoors on a
freedom food contract (RSPCA approved).
It’s a thriving business that Jimmy now runs
with his two sons; Stuart, who heads up
production and Alistair, who spends half his
time looking after sales and marketing, and
the rest working with his brother making
sure the farm runs smoothly.

So, what does free range mean to Jimmy
and his family? “All the pigs are born
outside to sows that live outside,” he
explains.
“They spend a week in a tent when they’re
weaned and from then they run in oneacre paddocks. They’re in those paddocks,
running free, until they are loaded onto a
lorry and they never set foot on concrete.”
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Getting the product right
As well as supplying high-end butchers
around the country, Blythburgh Free Range
Pork also ends up on the tables of some of
London’s top restaurants. As Jimmy says,
it’s a premium product that demands a
premium price, so every pig that leaves the
farm must be exactly right.
“If a customer tells me that he wants pigs
65 to 75kg dead, then it’s no good sending
him 85 to 95kg dead because he’s not
getting what he wants and then I’ve got
an unhappy customer. So, there’s not a
pig that leaves the farm that hasn’t gone
through the scales,” he says.

Case Study: Blythburgh Free Range Pork

the right mix of flavour, hardiness and
strong breeding numbers.
For Jimmy, that element of networking and
speaking to fellow farmers is absolutely vital.
“When I first started keeping pigs, no pig
farmers talked to another one in case you
took one of their ideas and did it better.
Well, that is rubbish,” he says.
“We’re here as an industry and the quicker
we realise how much we can learn from
speaking to each other to improve
processes and ways of doing things,
the better.”

“As farmers, we tend to produce something
and then try and sell it. In our case we
have to find the marketplace first and then
produce to it.”

Getting the word out there
With a premium product to sell, Jimmy is
well aware of the importance of getting his
marketing right.

That constant striving to get the product
just right has seen an ongoing focus on
genetics for Jimmy and his team.

“For most farmers, marketing is not a
strong point,” he explains. “A lot of farmers
I know will happily spend 70 hours a week
out there producing the product but think
they’re wasting their time if they spend a
quarter of that time marketing.

The challenge of breeding a hardy pig that
is happy outdoors, doesn’t need frequent
doses of antibiotics, and also produces
good flavour is one that has occupied
Jimmy for a number of years. As he
explains, “we work hard to produce what
we think is the right pig for the right job.”
Part of the process has involved speaking
to other farmers and learning from their
experiences. One visit to a pig farmer
in Scotland helped Jimmy discover the
genetic blend he has now, giving his pigs

Part of that is having a presence on
those customers’ websites and asking
them to state clearly where their free
range pork is sourced, but it’s also about
communication.

“For us, marketing is absolutely vital. The
world isn’t waiting for us to produce free
range pork so we have to get out there and
sell it.”
Part of Blythburgh’s challenge in the early
days was weeding out those customers
claiming that all the pork they were selling
was free range when Jimmy had only
supplied them with one pig.

“I make a point of keeping in regular
contact with my customers,” says
Jimmy. “It’s not just about them phoning
me to place an order. I ask them for
regular feedback so we make sure we’re
supplying what their business needs to
succeed.”

Chefs and
butchers tell
our story for us.
As a result, a lot of the marketing Jimmy
does is through word of mouth. For
example, one of his key customers,
wholesale butcher Aubrey Allen, brings
some of London’s top chefs to the farm
once a year to see the pigs in their habitats,
see the workings of the farm and, most
importantly, taste the meat.
“We think that’s the best way,” says Jimmy.
“Because those chefs and butchers then
go and tell our story for us. They can say
‘look, we’ve seen these pigs, we know their
welfare and where they live’.”
As an extension of that approach,
Jimmy places a strong emphasis on the
relationship he has with his customers.

Valued support
The emphasis that Jimmy places on
relationships extends to the support he
and the business receive from the HSBC
agriculture team.
“Since we moved to HSBC, the service
we’ve had from the bank and the way
they’ve treated us as a business has been
exemplary,” says Jimmy.
“They’ve been there when we’ve needed
financial support, such as when we had
to increase our ownership share of the
pigs that we farm, and our relationship
manager, Terry Butcher, clearly
understands the industry.
“But it’s not just financial support. Terry
knows that farming can be a lonely
business and he’s often on the phone to
talk through any challenges we may be
facing and to reassure me that we’re not
the only ones with those issues. That can
be invaluable.”
HSBC UK Agriculture 15

Taking the Pulse 2020

Case study: Yorkwold

Five-star B&B – for pigs
Every week, pigs take to the roads of East Yorkshire to reach their new
homes in a chain of high-spec B&B sites. It’s an arrangement that
benefits arable farmers as well as a major pig producer.

When pig producers first began to strike
finishing agreements with neighbouring
farmers, the pigs were typically housed in
straw yards formerly used for cattle.

All but four are based in purpose-built
accommodation on the contractors’ land,
involving the construction of fully-slatted,
environmentally-controlled buildings.

In many cases this is still normal practice,
but elsewhere the sector has advanced at
pace.

“These facilities are easy to keep clean, and
so offer excellent animal health and welfare
standards,” says Joe Dewhirst, Group
Managing Director. “They are also great
places to work, and the design cuts the
labour hours required to a minimum.”

One big producer, Yorkwold – part of the
Dewhirst Farming Group in East Yorkshire
– has 18 so-called B&B contracts in place.

The benefits of this more structured type
of partnership are clear. Yorkwold is able
to set high specifications for the buildings
and the pig inspection regime. This in turn
provides reassurance for its customers.
Besides the pigs themselves, Yorkwold
provides the feed, any medication required
and a dedicated production manager who
advises the finishing contractors. Each B&B
contractor supplies the land and buildings,
electricity, water and labour.

These facilities
are easy to keep
clean, and so
offer excellent
animal health and
welfare standards.

From the farmers’ perspective, the
arrangement offers a new income stream,
in return for the sacrifice of just half an acre
of land on the edge of their holding. With
BPS payments set to decline in coming
years, this could be a valuable proposition
for other arable farmers.
Weighing up the commitment
The contractors who have joined forces
with Yorkwold have generally spent up to a
year in discussions before plunging into the
world of pigs.
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Case study: Yorkwold

Joe understands why. “It’s a big investment
for the arable farmer, and often something
new to them,” he says.

accommodation,” Joe says. “It’s enabled
us to expand the sow herd using the same
footprint.”

“Some have had no experience with
livestock whatsoever, and need a bit
of hand-holding in the early days. The
contracts we offer are 15-year terms, so
it’s a lot of commitment too. However,
most see the long-term contract as a
positive, and it helps with any bank funding
application.”

Feeding a renewables business
Over the past decade, the Yorkwold herd
has grown by 50% to 9,000 sows, yielding
over 200,000 slaughter pigs each year.
Meanwhile, turnover has risen from £15m
to £25m.

The capital outlay is a major factor.
Farmers meet the cost of building the pig
accommodation – currently £300 per pig
place – in the expectation of a 10-year
payback.
This normally isn’t a stumbling-block,
with bank funding available in most
circumstances. HSBC, Yorkwold’s banker,
has funded building costs for several of the
company’s partners, including the most
recent facility on a tenanted farm close to
the Yorkwold base in Driffield.

HSBC has always
been very proactive in
helping us to expand
or improve the business.
visits the farms at least fortnightly, and
an independent vet carries out quarterly
inspections. And we’re always on the end
of a phone so the finisher can discuss any
issues.”

Sweet spot for capacity
Once the accommodation is in place, the
partnerships run smoothly, Joe says.

Yorkwold has evolved its contract terms
with experience. “Initially the payment
structure was based on how many pigs
the finisher had on site. To give the B&B
farmers a bit more security, we changed it
to reflect the size of the building and now
pay the farmers on a ‘per pig place’ basis,”
says Joe. “There’s also a bonus structure to
incentivise best practice.”

“In reality, looking after finishing pigs isn’t
too technical. Our production manager

The standard capacity for B&B
accommodation is no accident: “Space

Like the other B&Bs, this farm will now
play host to four batches of 2,000 pigs
per year. The pigs arrive aged 12 weeks
at 40kg, and are sold 13 weeks later after
reaching 115kg liveweight.

for 2,000 is the sweet spot. Above that,
you need an environmental permit, which
adds cost and red tape,” Joe explains.
“From a health viewpoint, we wouldn’t
want too many more pigs on one site
anyway.”
The B&B arrangements have been driven
by Yorkwold’s commitment to modernise
its pig accommodation, originally built in
the 1970s and early 1980s. At the same
time, the arrangement has enabled the
operation to grow in line with increasing
demand from its major customer.
“We have a finite amount of arable land,
so to be able to develop the business
we needed to export some of the pig

HSBC has supported Yorkwold’s growth.
The bank has funded projects to the
value of £6m over the past five years,
including the purchase of a neighbouring
arable farm. “HSBC has always been
very proactive in helping us to expand or
improve the business,” says Joe.
HSBC funds also helped to get the group’s
renewables project up and running.
Established in 2015, the anaerobic
digester plant is a joint venture with the
neighbouring Burton Agnes estate. The
gas and electricity it produces provide a
growing income stream.
The digester fits perfectly within the
group’s other operations. It is fed by
energy crops from Dewhirst’s arable land,
manure from its chicken farms, and of
course Yorkwold pig manure.
Naturally, however, it doesn’t get pig
slurry from the B&Bs – that’s put to good
use by the arable farmers themselves. A
reduction in expensive artificial fertiliser
costs and a boost to soil organic matter is
another valuable benefit for pig finishers.
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Pigs

Appendix

Gross Margin – Finished pigs
Illustration only
Figures below assume on farm transfer of weaner
at 35kg feeding up to bacon weight dw 84kg
£ per pig dw

£ per pig dw

Average performing
enterprise

Top performing
enterprise

Sale price (APP) see point below

136

136

Weaner price (in farm transfer)

(56)

(56)

Mortality (5%)

(6)

(3)

Total gross output

74

77

59

44

Vet/Meds

5

3

Labour

6

4

Total variable costs

69

51

GROSS MARGIN

5

25

Total Overheads, including rent and finance

17

17

Total cost prodcution

86

68

-12

8

Output

Variable Costs (from 35kg to 84kg)
Feed

Net margin

Notes/Assumptions:
Figures are for illustration only, extrapolated from published AHDB and other market data
Sales price 160p/kg. Pig prices range 120p/kg to 170p/kg in last 5 years. Finishing pigs to bacon weight 84 kg.
Weaners transferred on farm at 35kg
Variable costs are based on the averages as published by AHDB
Feed costs will vary hugely (between farms) depending on the mix of home produced versus bought,
method and timing of purchase. Feed costs £295 per tonne with 200kg of feed per pig for an average
performing enterprise and 150kg for a top performing enterprise
Labour will also vary considerably as a consequence of the management system e.g. straw versus slats.
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