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Foreword

Agriculture is currently going through a 
period of change and experiencing levels of 
outside influence arguably greater than we 
have seen for a generation. The implications 
of the UK leaving the European Union, 
COVID, and input cost inflation as a result of 
conflict in the Ukraine are all headwinds to 
deal with now and in the coming years.

These challenges are being experienced in 
tandem with the longer term changes we 
will experience as the UK begins to farm in 
an even more environmentally conscious 
way and looks to sequestrate more carbon.

In this context, a question which still needs 
answering more fully is ‘what does the UK 
want from its farmers?’ A secure source of 
food production, stewardship of the rural 
environment or both? While the answer will 
undoubtedly be both, greater understanding 
of the relative importance of the two 
aspects is needed since, while often the 
two can go hand in hand, they can also be 
competing for resource.

We also need to consider how the UK 
and the world balance the need to reduce 
emissions and sequestrate carbon against 
the need to feed a growing population as 
climate change starts to bite and some food 
producing areas of the world encounter 
practical difficulties.

While there are many unanswered 
questions, there are also some certainties. 
We know that food is a basic human 
requirement and food production is 
essential for the world and the UK. While 
climate change will hit UK farmers over 
the next 20 years, it will hit many other 
geographic regions more aggressively 
and the UK will remain in a climatic zone 
where food production is possible and 
required. We also know that climate 
change is a global issue, we can’t export 
our emissions by using air and sea miles 
to import alternatives often grown in a less 
environmentally friendly way overseas. 
All that considered, we know that the 
UK agricultural industry is essential; it 
will survive the current headwinds and 
challenges and many farmers will thrive in a 
changed new world. 

As a bank, HSBC works with all farmers, we 
want to work with progressive farmers who 
are embracing changes and taking strategic 
action, helping them to diversify, invest, 
thrive and grow. We also, though, have a 
duty of care to all our customers including 
those who may find the new environment 
challenging and are still looking for the best 
way forward. We will engage with them and 
guide them towards professional advice, 
helping them improve efficiency and identify 
options for change. 

Welcome to this Spring edition of Taking the Pulse.

Taking the Pulse Spring 2022 Foreword
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Availability of capital will not constrain 
us and our desire to lend to the sector 
remains stronger than ever. The launch of 
our Green SME fund is the latest indication 
of our intent and I estimate that possibly a 
third of the £500m 2022 fund might go to 
borrowing in the agricultural sector. That 
fund is in addition to the £1.2bn SME fund 
already allocated to Agriculture. 

HSBC understands that diversification 
and changing farming methods can take 
time to break even and start repaying 
the investment made, we understand the 
commercial dynamics of such projects and 
take a long-term view on our support to 
farmers.

I encourage farmers who are still unsure 
as to the way forward to act sooner rather 
than later. As a minimum I recommend that 
farmers should know their current carbon 

base line, understand where they are in 
respect of efficiency and environmental 
benchmarking, and look at where efficiency 
savings and reduced emissions are aligned 
and can be made. It’s important that 
the farming community make use of all 
resources available to them for advice so 
that more strategic decisions can be taken 
down the road as government policy and 
market forces evolve.

In this issue of Taking the Pulse, we share 
some examples of organisations that are 
looking at ways to farm and manage land in 
a more sustainable manner. On the Threave 
Estate in the south west of Scotland, the 
National Trust for Scotland is undertaking 
an ambitious project to restore the 
landscape to its natural, richly-diverse state; 

effects that humans have had on that world.to monitor carbon capture; and to reconnect 
people with the land (p5). Meanwhile, in 
Wales, the Anthony family has placed 
sustainable farming practices at the heart of 
its approach with a particular focus on soil 
health (p8).

We also speak to Oliver Scott, farm 
manager at Bradford Estates, about the 
work they have been doing to establish 
the largest regenerative farm in the West 
Midlands (p10).

These are just three examples of the work 
underway in what I believe is a resilient and 
innovative industry, qualities which will see 
farming through this period of change and 
into a new era of feeding the world while 
also helping to balance out the physical 

Martin Hanson
Head of Agriculture, HSBC UK

Foreword

I’m pleased to say 
that HSBC’s large 
agricultural lending 
book is not capped 
in anyway and has 
access to plenty of 
liquidity.
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A one-hundred-year 
experiment 

Case Study:
Threave Landscape Restoration Project, 
National Trust for Scotland, Dumfries & Galloway

An ambitious century-long project is 
underway on the Threave Estate in 
Dumfries and Galloway. Managed by the 
National Trust for Scotland – in partnership 
with HSBC, the Heritage Lottery Fund, and 
the Galloway Glens Landscape Partnership 
Scheme – the goals are threefold: to restore 
the landscape to its natural, richly-diverse 
state; to monitor carbon capture; and to 
reconnect people with the land. 

What was once a small dairy farm is now 
home to a sustainable herd of heritage 
breed beef cattle, trialling cutting-edge 
grazing technology. But what is the 
motivation for this novel approach to 
farming and landscape management? 
Operations Manager Gareth Clingan, from 
the National Trust for Scotland, explains the 
vision behind this progressive step in 
Scotland’s land management. 

The land before
Despite its picturesque appearance, the 
land around the Threave Estate is now 
struggling ecologically. The realities of dairy 
farming meant many of the natural habitats 
had been lost over the years. 

“It’d been intensively farmed. Whilst it looks 
like these beautiful, lush rolling green fields, 
in actual fact they’re ecologically exhausted. 
They look nice, but essentially they are now 
devoid of life. Many hedgerows have been 
removed and much of the natural wetlands 
were drained,” says Gareth.

Part of the River Dee Valley, managing the 
overflowing banks was a priority in the 
past. “Over decades, centuries even, 
farmers will have built dams and 
embankments and put in lots of drainage to 
stop this landscape from flooding. But 
that’s what this landscape needs to do: it 
needs to flood and then recede again. What 
we’re doing is letting that happen again, by 
removing some of the infrastructure there 
to stop it.”

Creating invisible fences
While the land is no longer used as a dairy 
farm, the Trust is enabling a different sort of 
farming to take place which fits with the 
conservation charity’s long-term vision for 
the landscape. 



Taking the Pulse 2019Taking the Pulse Spring 2022 Case Study



HSBC UK Agriculture 6

Taking the Pulse Spring 2022

“The cows wear a collar and we can control 
where they go by creating, in effect, invisible 
fences. When the cows walk up to it, they 
hear a small sound. This happens twice, and 
then the third time they get a pulse. The 
cattle are in control rather the human. It 
teaches them not to cross that line, and 
gradually they become almost trained not to 
bother. Cows are creatures of habit, so they 
learn where to go and where not to go. We 
receive updates 24hrs per day which really 
helps with welfare,” says Gareth.

Developed by a Norwegian company, there 
are only a few farms already trialling the 
technology across the UK. But what benefits 
are there to implementing such a novel 
grazing approach?

“We can move the fences wherever we 
want, shrink the size of the field, keep cattle 
away from excluded areas. One of the 
important parts of the project is to enable 
people to enjoy and access the site. We’ve 
created paths and lanes where people can 
walk their dogs on a lead; there will be cattle 
in the field right there, but because the cows 
can’t cross that line, they don’t mix,” says 
Gareth.

“But the most important part of this is that it 
means we can implement holistic planned 
grazing, which means the cattle graze in 
areas for less time, enabling quicker 
recovery. Moving them into different areas 
allows for natural regeneration.”

A landscape library
The Threave Landscape Restoration Project 

A small herd of native Belted Galloway beef 
cattle, owned by local young farmers, are 
grazed on the estate. Having removed many 
of the fences and walls from the land, the 
project is trialling some experimental grazing 
technology. Controlled via a smartphone 
application, the Estate Manager works with 
the farmers to create invisible – and crucially, 
moveable – boundaries on the farm. 

We are making 
tweaks to our 
relationship with the 
landscape. We’re 
thinking about 
how we can farm 
the land in a less 
intensive way, but 
still have a product 
at the end of it: beef 
or lamb.
Gareth Clingan
Operations Manager, 
National Trust for Scotland
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is making further changes alongside 
managing cattle. The project will oversee the 
planting of 18,000 native trees.

“This is a 100-year project, and we want to 
measure the carbon captured in the 
grassland and to create a library of images, 
with fixed point photography, using 
equipment like drones. Recording in this way 
is quite unique and it will enable people in 
the future to look back, see how the 
landscape has changed and what worked,” 
says Gareth.

Why now?
With the climate crisis, taking bigger steps 
to increase carbon capture is becoming 
vital. But Gareth explains there are benefits 
to farmers beyond the environmental and 
long-term.

Connecting with other land managers, 
conservationists and people generally is also 
a core part of what the Trust values about 
the project’s relationship with HSBC. 
Alongside funding, HSBC is invested in the 
project from an industry standpoint. 

“HSBC gives us access to a network of 
people through its involvement with similar 
(or completely different) projects all over the 
UK. That is of real value to us,” says Gareth.

He adds, “We’d like to create a classroom, 
and establish various ways that people can 
come and study. We want to engage 
people, bring people here, especially other 
farmers and landowners, who can learn 
from what we’re doing and teach us about 
what they’re doing.”

We’re managing 
the landscape in a 
holistic way, looking 
at all parts of it and 
creating habitat 
zones: woodland, 
wetland, and 
grassland.

Gareth Clingan
Operations Manager, 
National Trust for Scotland

Taking the Pulse Spring 2022 Case Study
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Making soil 
exciting again 

Case Study: 
R & L Anthony Ltd, Tythegston Farm, 
Bridgend, South Wales

For Richard and Lynwen Anthony – and 
their son David and farm manager, Dan 
Moore – cultivating the best possible soil 
health has become something of an 
obsession. And for good reason.

The farm has been operating in various 
guises since 1997, when Richard and Lyn 
took over a small plot of land in Glamorgan, 
and a flock of sheep, on a three-year farm 
business tenancy agreement. Two and a 
half decades later, the business now boasts 
3000 acres of mostly arable land, with a 
mixture of grasslands, forage and cereal 
crops. Their son, David operates a 
contracting business, complementing the 
farming business whilst also supplying a 
service to neighbouring farmers and local 
organisations.

Having won several awards for their 
farming practices over the years, this Welsh 
family business has patiently fine-tuned its 
approach to sustainable food production, 
renewable energy, and carbon reduction.  
Trialling everything from strip tillage to 
digestate fertiliser, the business has placed 
sustainable farming practices at the heart 
of its approach.

So, what has the business learnt about 
successful regenerative farming?

It all starts with the soil…
Richard and Dan believe that the key to 
arable innovation is found in soil biology. 

“We try not to leave any ground bare; 
we’ve always got something growing, 
which is important for soil health and 
carbon capture.” explains Dan.

“We direct drill and do a little bit of strip 
tillage – so we’re trying to disturb the soil 
less overall. This keeps the carbon locked 
up and minimises the amount of oxygen 
damaging the soil. We’re also trying to build 
up the soil’s organic matter as much as we 
can, using compost, rotation and farmyard 
manure.” 

When you really get 
into soil health and 
biology, and start 
to see the benefits, 
you do get really 
excited about it. It’s 
incredible what you 
can achieve.
Richard Anthony

The benefits
But what are the benefits, and why could 
they become particularly important in the 
current climate? 

“It’s quite hard to quantify the benefits 
because you see them over a long period of 
time,” says Dan. “But one of the immediate 
effects is that we’ve massively reduced our 
artificial fertiliser use – mainly through 
applying digestate, but also because our 
soils are far more resilient. 

“We’re trying to hang on to as much 
nitrogen in the soil system as we can, helped 
by the cover and companion crops, which 
stop us losing any through runoff. Also, in 
the last three or four years we’ve halved our 
fungicide spend per hectare, which is pretty 
dramatic for the business. And that comes 
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down to plant and soil health really, and 
trying to manage it in a responsible way.”

Having adopted liquid digestate – from a 
Severn Trent AD plant – as their main 
fertiliser source, the farm now repurposes 
two thirds of the food waste from South 
Wales, using an anaerobic digester to 
produce a nutrient-rich alternative to 
synthetic fertiliser. The process also doubles 
up as a source of low-carbon energy. 

The business has also invested in equipment 
such as a biomass boiler and CHP unit, 
which has enabled them to generate further 
power on site. Cereals can be cut at a high 
moisture and dried using the boiler’s surplus 
heat; this allows a more flexible approach 
to harvesting and helps with the increasingly 
changeable weather patterns. 

And, in the current climate, those kinds of 
efficiencies are proving especially useful 
says Richard. “As fuel and fertiliser prices 
rise, being able to generate power and cut 
back on our input because our soils are in 
such good health, is important.”

Farming and the climate crisis
Despite being primarily motivated by soil 
health and successful farming, the pair take 
a strong stance on agriculture’s relationship 
to the environment, and the importance of 
food production. 

“We are showing that we can farm in an 
environmentally-friendly way,” Richard says.
“I think it is fairly obvious now that we’re 
on the verge of a global food shortage that 

we’ve got to produce food, and we’ve 
got to do it in an environmentally-friendly 
way,” says Dan.

“Everybody gets tied up with how many bits 
of paper we use in the office, or how many 
trees are planted, but when you look at the 
bigger picture it’s all about having good 
organic levels in your soil. Our young grass 
leys can potentially sequester more carbon 
than even a tree would in its lifetime, because 
it’s an active organism. A tree sequesters 
carbon whilst it is growing, but once it gets to 
a certain size, that sequestration drops 
massively. And then we chop that tree apart, 
burn it, and release all that carbon again.”

“I truly believe that if Britain is aiming to be 
carbon neutral, the British agriculture industry 
can probably make the biggest difference. 
We’ve got to work with farmers; it’s 
remarkable what farmers can do,” 
adds Richard.

Where to start?
For smaller farms, or businesses making 
their first steps towards operating more 
sustainably, there can seem like a lot to 
consider, and a lot of investment required. 
But the pair are keen to emphasise the 
opposite.

“None of this has happened overnight. 
Farmers can’t make these changes and 
hope to see results immediately, but they do 

come,” says Dan. “We’ve not had any major 
failures because we’ve never gone in and 
tried to change the system completely. We 
haven’t gone out and spent thousands and 
thousands of pounds, or tried to reinvent the 
wheel. We’ve just tweaked it little by little, 
with marginal gains.” 

And when it comes to investment, the 
business’ ongoing relationship with HSBC is 
something Richard values. 

“HSBC have been very supportive from day 
one. Whenever we’ve gone to expand the 
business, they’ve given us full backing 
which I’ve always found very reassuring. 
They’ve got an understanding of agriculture; 
they’ve got an understanding of our 
business. I see the enthusiasm they hold for 
moving businesses forward.”

We can capture 
C02, store it in the 
soil, and produce 
food.
Dan Moore
Farm Manager

It’s quiet little 
changes and small 
tweaks that make a 
huge difference.
Richard Anthony
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Pushing regenerative 
farming forward

Case Study:
Bradford Estates, 
Shropshire

After decades of Contract Farming 
Agreements, Bradford Estates’ owner, 
Alexander Newport, decided he was ready 
to bring farming back fully in-house, and 
reclaim his contracted out, arable, 4,000-
acre in hand farm, part of a 12,000 acre 
wider land holding. Hiring Farm Manager, 
Oliver Scott, last year was an important 
step in his 100-year plan and marked a 
pivotal moment for the farming side of the 
business.

By setting themselves ambitious carbon-
linked KPI’s, and focusing on developing 
regenerative farming practices, Bradford 
Estates are determined to prove that you 
can run a profitable, productive and 
regenerative farm. The goal? To create a 
significant, mixed agricultural enterprise, 
Bradford Farming, that works with the 
environment, not against it.

After some sophisticated planning, and 
significant investment, how are Bradford 
Estates faring on their quest towards 
sustainability and efficiency? 

Why now?
From Brexit, to COVID, to climate change, 

the agricultural industry has undergone 
some significant changes in recent years. 
Traditional farming practices are being 
challenged, and new priorities are coming 
to the fore. Championing sustainability and 
longevity is the longer-term approach 
adopted by Bradford Farming, partly in 
response to our rapidly changing world.  

“We are motivated by a combination of 
things. The first being the creation of a 
profitable business. We are proving that you 
can run a commercially viable arable 
business, with livestock in it, that is also 
protecting the environment. The narrative 
that productive farming damages the 
environment is not true,” says Oliver. 

“Also, with the current political crisis, it’s 
even more important we produce food. At 
the moment, the UK is just under 60% 
self-sufficient food-wise, but I think we 
should be aiming to get up to more like 
80% and over.”

One of the more recent and drastic changes 
to the UK’s farming industry has been the 
phasing out of the Basic Payment Scheme 
(BPS), and the introduction of three new 

Taking the Pulse 2019Taking the Pulse Spring 2022 Case Study
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Environmental Land Management Schemes 
(ELMS), including a Sustainable Farming 
Incentive (SFI). By reducing the rural grants 
available to farming enterprises, the 
government is attempting to change the 
industry’s priorities.

“With the BPS going, there’s a lot of 
uncertainty around what farming is going to 
look like. Taking back direct management of 
the land is vital, because we are going to 
need to focus on things like the SFI and 
ELMS; this can only really be done if you’ve 
got more control of the land and so you 
know what is, and isn’t, working.”

Becoming regenerative…
Taking on the in hand farm of such a large 
landed estates business and attempting to 
transform its farming approach has been a 
big job for Farm Manager Oliver. So, what 
sustainably focused processes has he found 
to be the most successful so far?

“Cover and catch crops have been a big 
part of what I’m trying to achieve. To help 
manage the soil health, I’ve stretched our 
rotation, so we are now a 1 in 9, which is 
important for our soils. I try to have 
something growing in the land, at all times. 
We are using cover crops to help catch 
nutrients, which will help improve our soil 
health and enable us to start reducing our 
reliance on synthetic products,” Oliver 
explains.

“We’re exploring a range of different ideas 
and techniques, like strip tilling. We’ve also 
had a lot of sheep on the farm over the 
winter. I don’t believe you can farm 

regeneratively without livestock. For 
feeding, we’ll be introducing grass pastures 
and herbal leys. This helps with the arable 
rotation, so the livestock are more 
integrated than they have been in the past.”

The importance of energy
When costing inputs, energy is a significant 
outgoing for most farming enterprises. With 
the price of fuel rising, and the need to 
reduce carbon emissions becoming 
inescapable, Bradford Farming has begun 
its journey towards renewable energy.  

“Energy is vital. We want to get as much 
solar on the roof of our grain stores and 
tractor sheds as possible,” says Oliver.

“I don’t think we’ll ever see big electric 
tractors, but I think we’ll probably see 

hydrogen tractors, and electric robotic-type 
vehicles around the farm. So, there’s a big 
reason to have renewable electricity 
systems established. 

Oliver explains that the farm is also looking 
into installing a potato store, with solar 
panelled powered ground source heating. 
This would generate renewable heat to dry 
grain, and they could harness the system’s 
waste chill to cool the potatoes. 

Investment
With profit being a crucial part of Bradford 
Farming’s in-depth business plan, how has 
the team navigated the financial investment 
required to transform the farm? Oliver 
explains the importance of adopting a 
long-term vision when it comes to returns 
on investment. 

The businesses have nearly completed 
baseline surveys for carbon emissions, 
ecology, soil health, hydrology, landscape & 
access and the nutritional density of their 
crops. From the results, the team will be 
able to create clear KPIs, which would help 
to measure the success of any investments 
made. 

“We’ve had to kit up a whole farm from 
scratch, and making the right purchasing 
decisions has been a challenge. We’ve 
made a big investment. As much as I want 
to be a no-till, direct drill farm, we’re 
probably still five or six years away, because 
of what we’re up against,” he says.
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of its new approaches, even smaller scale 
enterprises can start making significant 
changes, which could improve their 
relationship with the environment, and 
potentially increase profits. But knowing 
where, or how to start, can seem daunting. 

Oliver says: “You’ve got to have the mindset 
that you want to change. Some of these 
things that you do upfront, will be more 
expensive. I always use cover crops as an 
example, because farmers often see it as an 
expense. It costs to put seed into the 
ground, and then it isn’t harvested. But it 
isn’t about that, it’s about longevity. All 
these sorts of things are going to help the 
soil, and ultimately the better condition the 
soil is in, the better performance you are 
going to get from the business moving 
forward.”

“So, the goal is to know when to look at 
margin over yield. Just because you’re 
harvesting one or two tonnes less, it might 
have cost you £60 a hectare less to get to 
that point, and actually your margin is a lot 
healthier than the guy next door, who’s 
plastered it full of fertiliser. 

“Don’t measure yourself on some of these 
old school measures that we’re all used to; 
ideas like ‘yield is king’. Those ways have 
gone now.”

“We’ve needed financial support from 
HSBC with this; we’ve recently been 
speaking about financing our machinery as 
well. If it wasn’t for HSBC, I think we 
wouldn’t be as far as we are. They also offer 
a great network with lots of collaborative 
opportunities. They really understand what 
we’re trying to achieve.” 
 
Patience is, of course, an inherent part of 
the agricultural process, and it’s clear that 
this also applies to ROIs. While Bradford 
Farming has the resources to finance some 

We’re trying to 
turn a conventional 
system into a 
regenerative system. 
It’s important to 
understand the 
journey and process 
required. It’s not 
going to happen 
overnight.”
Oliver Scott
Farm Manager
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