
 

  

 

 

 

 

Nuffield Farming Scholarships Trust 

 

Supported by the RASE Louise Ryan Trust 

 

 

 

 

    New entrants and opportunities 

                    in farming 
 

 

 

                                Rona Amiss 

 

 

 

                                       July 2011 

 



 

Contents 

 

 Executive summary 1 

1 Introduction 3 

2 Study Tour 5 

 2a USA ς New York, Long  Island, Pennsylvania, Hudson Valley 5 

  2a (i) USA ς New York, Long Island, Pennsylvania, Hudson Valley 5 
  2a (ii) Cherry Valley Community Supported Agriculture 5 
  2a (iii) Cranberry Creek ς Mary Jean and Jeff 6 
  2a (iv) Hudson Valley Garlic Festival 7 
  2a (v) Somewhere in Minnesota 7 

 2b France ς Dordogne, Vallee de la Loire 8 
  2b (i) Val de Chandiere 8 
  2b (ii) Angers 9 
  2b (iii) Angers - ESA 9 

 2c Cambodia 10 
  2c (i) Roma Homestay 10 
  2c (ii) Krong Koh Kong 11 

 2d India 12 
  2d (i) True Milk 12 
  2d (ii) The LIFE Network 13 

 2e Great Britain 14 
  2e (i) Devon 14 
  2e (ii) The chicken thing 15 
  2e (iii) Chickens are not just for meat and eggs 15 
  2e (iv) Goats 15 
  2e (v) Cheshire 15 
  2e (vi) Share farming ς Wales 16 
  2e (vii) Share farming - Devon 16 
  2e (viii) Land partnerships 16 
  2e (ix) My oldest interviewee 17 
  2e (x) Hobbyists 17 
  2e (xi) Brain drain 18 
  2e (xii) County Council farms 18 
  2e (xiii) Fresh Start 20 

 2f Brussels and the EU 23 

3 Conclusions and Recommendations 24 

4 What now for us? 27 

5 Acknowledgements 28 

  



 

Executive summary 

 

It is undoubtedly difficult to get a start in farming 

if you do not have the benefit of a family farm 

behind you. It is expensive and getting more so, 

as it becomes increasingly difficult to borrow the 

money required and that itself assumes you find 

a farm in the first place.  Tenancies are short, 

high risk and competition from established farm-

ers is high.  Hard work and little monetary reward 

should mean that farming holds little attraction 

for the bright and young, but I have met many 

exceptional new entrants who have overcome 

huge obstacles to be able to farm and are loving 

it. 

By the age of three I had decided to become a 

farmer.  My family lived in the country with a 

large garden but no farm.  I had my first real farm 

job at 18 and this convinced me that I had been 

right and farming was the life for me.  I complet-

ed a BSc (hons) in Agriculture at Harper Adams 

where I met and married Nevil, northerner and 

aspiring farmer from inner city Sunderland, who 

had grown up without even a garden. After col-

lege we worked in a wide range of farm jobs 

acutely aware that to succeed we needed to 

learn many skills. Although not well paid, we 

saved  hard, worked long hours and increased 

our capital worth, as well as attending courses in 

vocational skills that we thought might be useful. 

We applied for and were offered a 180 acre hill 

farm on Exmoor on a 5 year FBT and a long term 

promise. With the collapse of the sheep prices 

and the indirect effects of foot and mouth in 

2001 we diversified into poultry production, built 

an abattoir and a direct sales business. In 2005 

the family had expanded to 5 children and when 

our tenancy wasn't extended we moved to High-

er Fingle Farm a 57 acre Devon County Council 

Farm. 

With a growing family of aspiring farmers and a 

desire to progress, I set out on my Nuffield ad-

venture to see what opportunities there are for 

new entrants and what could be created. My 

study became a fascinating tour of amazing busi-

nesses from tiny to substantial. I concentrated on 

trying to identify some things that new entrants 

could use to get started and how the farming in-

dustry could help to increase those first step op-

portunities. I soon learnt that the complexity of 

land ownership, values and taxation all have a big 

effect on opportunity. Concentrating on looking 

at things I feel could be more easily changed I 

travelled to Eastern USA, Cambodia, Thailand, 

India, France and Brussels. I also travelled exten-

sively in England as well as attending conferences 

and seminars. I learnt how essential education is 

to empower people to make their lives better, 

how precious clean, safe water is and how crucial 

hygiene is in food production. The businesses I 

visited varied from speciality hatching eggs, vege-

table farms, and rice growers to large chicken 

rearing set ups. They were all committed, innova-

tive and customer focussed, qualities that are 

needed in the modern farmer. Many were farm-

ing dreadful land, paying high rents and having to 

pay back huge borrowings. They didn't get much 

help, but most are not bitter and are not planning 

on giving up. 

People have been leaving the land since the 16th 

century and over the years the status of the 

farmworker fell with the increase in mechanisa-

tion. The number of farmers and farmworkers is 

now at an all time low and although the colleges 

are full of life science students not many are 

planning to work in practical farming. The aver-

age age of a farmer is often quoted as 58, and the 

age of the farmworker is also worryingly high; 

and this is at a time when UK agriculture seems 

to be recognised more for its regulation and pa-

perwork than as a customer focussed, innovative 

industry. 

Only 10% of farmworkers are women and around 

25% of  higher level agricultural course students 
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are female (this drops lower for apprenticeships 

and practical courses), yet some of the most ex-

citing businesses I visited were driven by amazing 

women. In an age of mechanisation, large bales 

and small bag sizes the traditional barriers to 

women working in mainstream agriculture no 

longer exist, but an image of a male dominated 

industry still persists. Lantra research in 2010 es-

timated farming needed 60,000 new entrants in 

the next 10 years. An industry that is still not do-

ing enough to encourage women is missing out 

on a valuable skill resource. 

As long ago as 1979 a government survey recog-

nised that farming was in danger of becoming a 

'closed shop' and warned that lower levels of in-

novation meant less business dynamism. Young 

people, both male and female, will bring innova-

tion and enthusiasm that, if supported by experi-

ence, will drive the industry forward and make us 

proud to be British farmers. 

 

Key recommendations 

1. Leadership and cooperation is needed 

with a strategy to provide quality oppor-

tunities to encourage new entrants and 

their successful progression on the farm-

ing ladder. 

2. A successful exit at retirement for estab-

lished farmers is essential to create op-

portunities at all stages on that farming 

ladder. 

3. Farming needs to address the lack of 

women in the industry. Small steps like 

using  non celebrity farming female role 

models and ambassadors in schools and 

colleges to start dismantling prejudices 

and a more positive attitude in the farm-

ing press would help tremendously. 

4. There needs to be a more flexible ap-

proach to land-use with more develop-

ment of a partnership approach between 

landowner, agent and tenant. Short term 

farm business tenancies are not providing 

the opportunities that are favourable to a 

new entrant progressing as a successful 

business. It is in the interest of all part-

ners to  have an arrangement that works. 

5. LǘΩǎ time for re-evaluation of the risks as-

sociated with new entrants. A landown-

er's patronage of the right new entrant 

will reap long term rewards for his estate. 

6. The County Council farm estates are a 

unique thing and a valuable national as-

set which we need to promote and sup-

port before one of the few opportunities 

to get a start in farming is lost. 

7. Farmers take note, it is in your interest to 

help and support these new entrants to 

make UK agriculture a thriving industry 

again. Without a family farm the new en-

trant often has no equipment to borrow, 

no mentor and needs to pay a fortune to 

have a day off. An informal network of 

mentors and someone to talk to could 

prevent a crisis and give the support a 

business needs to be a great success. 

 

 

Disclaimer 

The views expressed in this report are my own and do not necessarily represent those of the Nuffield Farm-

ing Scholarships Trust, or my sponsor, or any other sponsoring body.   
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1.  Introduction 

"Tell me, what is it you plan to do 

with your one wild and precious life?" 

 

Even though I had not been brought up on a farm  

- although my family did live in the country and 

had a large garden - by the age of three I had de-

cided to become a farmer and my first real farm 

job at 18 convinced me that I had been right and 

farming was the life for me. I completed a BSc 

(hons) in Agriculture at Harper Adams where I 

met and married Nevil, northerner and aspiring 

farmer from inner city Sunderland, who had 

grown up without even a garden. After college 

we worked in a wide range of farm jobs acutely 

aware that to succeed we needed to learn many 

skills. Although not well paid, we saved hard, 

worked long hours and increased our capital 

worth, as well as attending courses in vocational 

skills that we thought may be useful.  

After Elsa was born we applied for and were of-

fered a 180 acre hill farm on Exmoor on a 5 year 

FBT and a long term promise. With the collapse 

of sheep prices and the indirect effects of foot 

and mouth in 2001 we diversified into poultry 

production, and built both an abattoir and a di-

rect sales business. In 2005 our family had ex-

panded to 5 children and when our tenancy was-

n't extended we moved to Higher Fingle Farm a 

57 acre Devon County Council Farm. 

Are we a success? Some days it feels like we have 

done so much and others it feels like we have so 

much left to do. What next for us? The Council 

system encourages progression but where are 

the opportunities for the next step? Our children 

are having a great upbringing on a wonderful 

farm, but if they want to farm what opportunities 

exist for them? 

So where are the new entrants? 

Prior to the 18th century agriculture had been 

much the same across Europe since the middle 

ages. Beginning as early as the 12th Century, some 

of the common fields in Britain were enclosed 

and became individually owned fields and the 

process rapidly accelerated in the 15th and 16th 

centuries. This led to farmers losing their land 

and their grazing rights and left many unem-

ployed. Landless farmworkers became dependent 

on offering their labour to richer neighbours for a 

cash wage. While this may have offered a tolera-

ble living during the Napoleonic wars when la-

bour was in short supply and corn prices high, by 

1830 and the time of the Swing riots the farm-

worker retained little of his former status except 

the right to parish relief. So the workers left the 

land and this leaving of the land has continued to 

this day. Between 1996 and 2009 (Agristats using 

Defra data) total farmworkers have dropped 

from 246,00 to 187,100. and full time farmers 

have declined from 170,000 to 147,000.  
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My Dad chose in the 1940s to train as a plasterer 

in Oxford and earned more in a day than his vil-

lage mates did in a week on the farm. These 

same lads needed to get changed on a Friday be-

fore they lined up to receive their wages. Things 

have changed since then and the wages board 

has made sure that wages are reasonable but 

farming persists with an image of poor skills, poor 

working conditions and no opportunity unless 

you are born on a farm. 

 

So why do we need new entrants? 

British farming has been responsible for some of 

the great innovations in agriculture. Most chil-

dren learn about the Norfolk four course rotation, 

Jethro Tull's seed drill and wƻōŜǊǘ .ŀƪŜǿŜƭƭΩǎ ǎe-

lective breeding programs. All helped to drive 

(and feed) the great industrial revolution that 

made Britain Great. But what in agriculture are 

we famous for now? 

We have all heard how the average age of a 

farmer is 58, but do you also know that 28% of all 

farmworkers are 55 or over and that the average 

age of the workforce is 44. It is dominated by 

males (81% of the workforce) and full-time staff 

only account for 83% of total employment with 

high levels of casual and seasonal staff (Lantra 

2009). Workers are often highly skilled and expe-

rienced but lack formal qualifications with as 

many as 25% having no qualifications and only 17% 

having level 4 qualifications. 

Matt Lobley of Exeter University talks about the 

'succession effect' driving the business forward 

and stimulating discussion. He quotes a Govern-

ment survey as long ago as 1979 recognising 

farming was in danger of becoming a closed shop 

and warned that lower levels of innovation 

meant less business dynamism. 

Matt neatly sums up the challenge: How do we 

achieve a better balance between the undoubt-

edly valuable contribution of established farming 

families and the benefits of having new entrants? 

And this rŜǇƻǊǘ Χ 

Well it will try and answer some of these ques-

tions. It is not a complete answer but maybe it is 

a contribution. It is a personal view of mine alone, 

it's not scientific and much is from anecdotal evi-

dence. At times I have wondered if anyone will 

bother to listen, but as a someone who is a new 

entrant at least I know how hard it is to get start-

ed and I certainly have an opinion on how things 

need to change! 

 

And what have I left out? 

One of the more interesting meetings I attended 

was a discussion on the Diggers and how we need 

a champion like Gerrard Winstanley today*1. It 

was a thought provoking evening that illustrated 

the inequality of land ownership. The complex 

issues around land values, taxation and owner-

ship directly affect opportunities for new en-

trants. Being just a simple peasant, while appre-

ciating the effects of these issues, I have chosen 

to narrow this report down to things that are in 

our immediate power to change. It may be a 

while until the revolution. 

                                                           

1
 *The Diggers, led by Gerrard Winstanley in 1649-50, 

were groups of agrarian communists whose move-
ment lasted under a year. 
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2.  Study tour 

 

So this was the attractive bit: the travelling, the 

sunshine and the beaches. That was until the 

time came to go and leave the children and Nevil. 

Planning visits and trips was frustrating at times 

and distracted me completely from farm and 

family business, but it gave an opportunity for all 

the family to contribute their ideas. Alfred (10) 

thought Angkor Wat was essential and re-

searched the history, Elsa (12) brought library 

books home about India and tried to teach me 

French. We got out the maps, studied National 

Geographic and sent lots of emails. I still have not 

been to Africa, but although Africa may not be in 

this report I might well be watching flamingos 

there as you read this. I travelled alone, I trav-

elled in a group and I travelled with all the family 

and all the time I saw, learnt and experienced 

many things that will shape our lives in the future. 

 

2a.  USA ς New York, Long Island, 

Pennsylvania, Hudson Valley 

My visit was to an area of the USA that had been 

home to some of the original pioneer farms. The 

land had been cleared of woods and farmed by 

the first settlers but many areas have now re-

turned to forest. The farms I visited included first 

generation farmers but also inherited farms that 

were being reclaimed from the woods to recreate 

a viable farm. Some of these visits I describe be-

low but I apologise that there just isn't room for 

all. 

 

2a (i).  The Old Field Vineyard ς Perry Baiz 

North Fork, Long Island, used to be an area that 

grew lots of potatoes and cauliflowers for New 

York, but back in 1973 the first vines were plant-

ed and now a thriving wine industry exists with 

mostly direct sales to the many tourists who visit 

each winery to have a $4 tasting and then buy to 

take home. When we visited, however, it was not 

just a few tourists who were out and about but 

crowds that included families, couples and, bi-

zarrely, stretch limos full of hen parties. Certainly 

from an agricultural point of view the area and its 

wine industry seemed a great success. 

Old Field had been purchased by Perry's great 

grandfather and her father planted the first vines 

in 1974. Since 1997 all 12 acres have been vines 

and 95% of what they produce is sold direct from 

the farm. Perry and her mother make most of the 

wine, but they use the facilities at a more modern 

vineyard to make the red and buy in the grapes 

to make the whites. Pretty much everything was 

manual, except for netting the grapes with a nifty 

machine mounted on the tractor. Great emphasis 

was placed on sustainability and this seemed to 

be something that was important in the market-

ing. When pressed on why not organic, the risk of 

crop failure due to mildew and fungal diseases 

was thought to be the main reason, followed by 

the cost of registration and inspection. Perry had 

opted to study environmental biology before re-

turning to the farm ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ 

agricultural education something that she would 

have been interested in if it was available in the 

States. Her brother had decided not to farm and 

was a stunt man in Hollywood; however he came 

back each year to harvest the grapes. I'm not sure 

if his stunts had led to the other farm diversifica-

tion that included the location of a blockbuster 

movie. 

 

2a (ii).  Cherry Valley Community Supported 

Agriculture (CSA) ς Heidi Secord 

Cherry Valley CSA has around 80 customers who 

pay $600 in January and start collecting their 
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vegetables in May through to October. In Sep-

tember when produce was abundant they were 

receiving around $40 a week in squash, garlic, 

potatoes, carrots, tomatoes, peppers and other 

wonderful fresh veg. The farm was also able to 

sell surplus produce at a local farmersΩ market 

and attended a number of garlic festivals each 

year to sell the high value garlic crop. The cus-

tomers that I talked to thought that paying early 

in the year guaranteed that they would get the 

produce and they were keen for the farm to con-

tinue operating. In 2009 early tomato blight had 

destroyed the crop, but in 2010 abundant toma-

toes meant the customers could take home bas-

ket loads. Although many were disappointed in 

2009, they understood that the value of the CSA 

was being able to share in the bad times as well 

as the good, reconnecting people with the reality 

of food production. During my time in the States I 

saw many variations on the CSA themes which 

included buying clubs (paying $40 a year for the 

privilege of buying from the farm stand) internet 

buying clubs and chicken shares. All had a fantas-

tic level of commitment from the customer to 

support the young farmer to make a living. 

Like any farming, margins were tiny and the work 
was hard. Heidi in common with many new en-
trants had a passion for farming and was living 
her dream. Heidi, from a non-farming family, fin-
ished a business degree then worked for the 
Peace Corps in Mali. On returning to the States in 
the late 1990s she decided that she wanted to 
farm and set about getting experience working 
for growers. Seeing 47 acres owned by Strouds-
burg township not being utilised she approached 
them in 2005 with a business plan and managed 
to rent the land on a ten year lease for $1 a year. 
Through determination and hard graft she has 
cleared and fenced 5 acres to produce the vege-
tables. That leaves the other 42 acres of wood-
land and scrubby overgrown land that has so 
much potential but needs so much more than 10 
years to do it in. In the UK Heidi would have been 
able to apply for an environmental grant to help 
maintain the biodiversity and provide educational 
access. But in the States that support is not avail-
able so each step will be only be taken when the 
money allows. 

Heidi's wish list was to install some irrigation, get 
her customers more involved with the physical 
work, find the money to build a classroom and 
have time to have more fun. Her husband Gary 
had recently started working full time on the 
farm and his extra support will, I hope, mean that 
she can indeed have a little more fun. Heidi was 
an impressive new entrant who was successful 
through sheer determination and strength of 
character. 

 

2a (iii).  Cranberry Creek ς Mary Jean & Jeff. 

When I was six, my Mum read to my brother and 
me the classic children's tale άLittle House in the 
Big Woodsέ. Laura Ingells Wilder (February 7, 
1867 ς February 10, 1957) was an American au-
thor who wrote the series of books documenting 
her pioneer childhood. In the 1860s her father 
cleared woodland and farmed both crops and 
livestock near Pepin in Wisconsin. When Laura 
was six the family moved west to better farmland 
and opportunities. Their tale is a lesson in how 
hard farming can be and how resourceful the pi-
oneers were. 

In the Pocono Mountains in Northern Pennsylva-
nia similar wood clearance occurred and produc-
tive farming produced food for the urban popula-
tions of the east coast. Nowadays the area is 
woodland again, having regenerated in the last 
65 years as farming become uneconomic and the 
area mainly residential. 

On a scorching hot morning I hitched a lift to visit 
a 100 acre farm near Henryville. This was farmed 
by young couple, Jeff and Mary Jean, who had 
inherited the farm from Jeff's grandfather. Here, 
where there was little soil, an abundance of rocks 
and many trees, they were trying to recreate the 
fields that would have been cleared in the 1860s. 
Through the trees can be seen vast heaps of 
stones that form the field boundaries. These are 
rocks which are cleared each year as the extreme 
frosts bring more to the surface each winter. 

For the last 4 years they have been selling free 
range eggs and vegetables locally, but were yet 
to make a living. To make the farm viable they 
had invested Jeff's 'trust fund' in a building that 
included a goat milking parlour, cheese prepara-
tion room and a cheese cave. It really was a love-
ly building clad with wood from the farm and 
with a wood furnace to heat the water. They are 

http://www.800poconos.com/
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just milking 12 goats to start the enterprise and 
were waiting to receive the final inspections to 
allow them to sell raw milk. They will then in-
crease the numbers to 48 females. 

Milk sold in the US is pasteurised at higher tem-
peratures than in the UK and some consumers 
feel this kills off some of the inherent food value 
of the product. There is considerable interest in 
raw milk for this reason. Mary Jean was deter-
mined that she was going to get her license, both 
for economic reasons but also she believed raw 
milk to be healthier. Their wish list included an 
understanding vet (they had met with a certain 
amount of resistance to their being organic) and 
low cell counts. 

 

2a (iv).  Hudson Valley Garlic Festival 

What an amazing event a garlic festival is. Heidi 
of Cherry Valley adds value to her garlic by mak-
ing garlic vinegar, a simple but effective process 
resulting in a product with a long shelf life and 
bought for health benefits, not just for use in the 
kitchen. 47,000 garlic fans attended over the 2 
days of the festival where a 3m by 3m pitch cost 
just $125. Stallholders reported that sales were 
not as strong as in 2010, but compared with UK 
markets things were flying. Ever the market trad-
er I had fun bringing English humour and style to 
the garlic market. Many of the stallholders had 
small farms with garlic being their main crop. 
Some were organic, most were not. All saw the 

autumn garlic festivals as their main outlet with 
direct sales meaning their margins were high. 
With low prices for stalls even at the farmersΩ 
markets in the centre of New York, and a huge 
customer base, direct sales makes an attractive 
proposition for a small farm. This is so refreshing 
after the UK where bureaucracy and exorbitant 
costs are squeezing the margins of direct market-
ing. 

 

2a (v).  Somewhere in Minnesota ς Rich Flick 

The best thing about selling at a food festival is 
the camaraderie between stall holders. Early 
starts and bacon butties can lead to some inter-
esting conversations. At Hudson Valley I learnt 
about farmers who have had similar successes 
and failures as myself. One character who is 
worth remembering, but sadly I never had time 
to visit, was Rich, who had just sold a small farm 
in Upstate New York (where the garlic was 
grown), moved his family to farm some land of 
his father-in-lawΩs in Washington State and just 
bought a farm in Minnesota where he felt he fi-
nally had a viable family sized farm. He was going 
to grow corn and hogs, on a rundown farm that 
was in the tornado belt. After seeing the devasta-
tion a tornado can leave I am hoping that he can 
soon afford the insurance and that he has built 
the bunker (the house had no cellar) that was on 
his wish list. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lessons Learnt in the USA 

× New entrants are utilising marginal land that no one else wants 

to farm. 

× If you are close to the customer find what he wants and sell di-

rect to maximise returns. 

× Don't be frightened to try something new, tastes change and the 

customer will change 

× CSAs are an option for funding working capital and a guarantee 

of customer support. 

× Hard work and determination are essential. 
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2b.  France ς Dordogne, Vallee de la Loire 

I took 2 trips to France, the first being with Nevil, 

five Children and my 80 year old dad as babysit-

ter. Travelling down to SW France we visited 

many duck farm and farmersΩ markets, coming 

back with loads of ideas to develop our business 

at home. I then had a peaceful trip around the 

Loire visiting farms and food businesses produc-

ing some fantastic artisan food, seemingly unhin-

dered by the crazy regulations that are zealously 

applied in the UK. 

 

2b (i).  Val De Chandiere - Frédérique Chas-

sin 

Frédérique was a new entrant who had bought 

her small rundown farm in 1988. Old barns had 

been renovated to house guests, add value to the 

ducks and run an Auberge de Ferme 

At Val De Chandiere batches of ducks were 

bought in at 14 weeks for 12 Euros then gavarage 

or force fed soaked maize for 15 days. They were 

then worth 50 Euros. Every 3 weeks batches of 

120 were bought in then processed to make eve-

rything you could possibly want from a duck,  foie 

gras, grillons, the list was endless! Frédérique 

seemed to find it unbelievable that in the UK we 

did not have a market for necks and gizzards. 

Here they were even selling the green offals.  

The processing plant was of reasonable standard 

but nowhere near the levels of hygiene and 

maintenance that are required in the UK, and this 

was particularly disappointing for Nevil when he 

struggles at home with constantly changing legis-

lation that is meant to be the same across the EU. 

Top price product today went to Foie Entier at 

133.33 Euroǎ ǇŜǊ ƪƎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƻōŜǎ ƻŦ 

liver in a tin. If you wanted cheaper then you 

could buy Bloc de Foie Gras that is pressed to-

gether, much better value at 90 Euros per kg. We 

currently retail fresh organic duck livers that 

weigh around 50g each at £9 per kg. A force fed 

canard foie will weigh around 500g. 

 

Mary Jean herding her goats 
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2b (ii)  Angers ς Denis Rolleau 

Denis farms 38ha with his brother in law and they 

started their business in January 2011. Half the 

farm is rented from from his father and half from 

a non farming landlord. These are 9 year tenan-

cies but as the landlord is not a farmer under 

French law he cannot live there so renewal of the 

tenancies is guaranteed. Free range chickens and 

guinea fowl are reared in 3 batches of 1000 birds. 

They are slaughtered at 90 days on the farm and 

sold direct to local customers. Their father start-

ed this business 25 years ago when he moved 

away from selling poultry to the local co-op and 

the partners are planning to continue the direct 

sales. 

Two hen houses converted to laying hens (2,700), 

220 ewes selling finished lambs to the co-op, 

rabbits reared and slaughtered for meat and 

wheat grown to feed the poultry makes this a 

neat system with mixed marketing. Belonging to 

a machinery co-op meant that all machinery 

needed for growing the wheat was hired from 

that source and they themselves only owned a 

small 2 wheel drive tractor. Denis and Andre have 

been able to take advantage of a supported bank 

loan for young farmers, with ability to borrow up 

to 150,000 Euros at 2.5%, and received the start-

ing farming grant of 15,000 Euros. They are pay-

ing a rent of 125 Euros per ha with land priced at 

around 2500 Euros per ha. By engaging with the 

customer they were hoping to increase the direct 

sales of eggs and lamb. Recently they had a farm 

open day with 300 people attending. Both felt 

they would like to increase their returns to be 

able to live completely off the farm income 

(without their wives working) and would like to 

rent a neighbouring 10ha to complete the farm. 

Denis and his wife explained that they felt the 

risk of farming is putting young farmers off, but 

to an English tenant I felt the risk was a lot less 

than in the UK. 

 

2b (iii)  ESA ς Angers 

We have hosted French agricultural students 

from ESA (Ecole Superieure DΩAgriculture 

DΩAngers) on their work experience for 12 years 

now. During this period the college has expanded 

and attracted more life science students. The ag-

riculture degree is a 5 year degree with short pe-

riods of work experience (stage) and specialisa-

tion in food processing, environment crops or 

livestock in the final two years. In the mid '80s 10% 

of the course members found jobs in practical 

farming. Five years ago it was 5% but now it is 

only around 1-2%. A new course is now run for 

older students who have had successful careers 

and wished to 'lifestyle' farm. With the strict land 

laws in France it is necessary to take a two year 

diploma before being able to purchase a farm 

and ESA had around 25 mature students complet-

ing this course. 

        Bridge over the Loire in France 
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2c.  Cambodia 

A trip to Cambodia was suggested by my fellow 

Nuffield Scholar, Michael Blanche, who thought  

that if all the older farmers had died during the 

Pol Pot regime and the following famines then 

there must be lots of new entrants. This was 

completely wrong, but I am so glad I went be-

cause Cambodia provided my defining Nuffield 

moment.  

Desperately poor, with a young population that 

has suffered so much, a corrupt government, 

land concessions to the Chinese and a mostly 

peasant agriculture that barely feeds the country, 

the people of Cambodia couldn't be more friend-

ly and happy. Agriculture employs more than 70% 

of the labour force and accounts for 30% of the 

GDP. Rice farming is the major agricultural activi-

ty, accounting for nearly one third of country's 

total agricultural value, but inefficient techniques 

and limited irrigation networks mean yield levels 

are low. It has been difficult to find actual data on 

the age of farmers but in a 2005 survey of 615 

households (Cai, Ung, Seboonsarng & Leung) the 

average age of the farmer was 45.83 years, a 

quarter of farmers were women and total land 

per farm was 1.34ha. The education of the 

household heads averages just 2.64 years. Teach-

ers earn around $60 per month, a factory worker 

$80 dollars and a translator in the Hyundai facto-

ry $350. The young are moving to the cities for 

better wages. Travelling through neighbouring 

Thailand (where agricultural exports increased by 

22% in 2010) it looked possible that, with an or-

ganised agriculture and good infrastructure for 

distribution, Cambodia could achieve a farming 

system that would both feed the country and 

enable surplus for export to provide valuable 

hard currency. 

 

2c (i)  Rama Homestay,  Kampong Chamς 

Kheang 

Kheang runs a B&B in a shed on stilts with no 

running water or electricity, but she was welcom-

ing and the food was good. Her mother kindly 

came and talked about farming in Cambodia. The 

life of a rice farmer on 4 ha is incredibly hard, 

with back breaking work and long hours for only 

a subsistence living. If she was lucky, when yield 

Lessons Learnt in France 

× Produce what the customer wants and get the best margin 

× Connect with the customer. 

× France gives new entrants lots of help but it is still not encouraging 

the young into practical farming. 

× Strict land use laws keeps the price to a more realistic agricultural val-

ue. 

× It's a myth about the French housewife being able to cook and shop 

any better than the British. 

× Machinery rings and co-ops help reduce capital requirements and re-

duces market costs and stress. 
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and price were on her side, she could pay back 

the loan taken out at the beginning of the season, 

feed herself and have enough to save a little.  

This scenario was in many ways similar to our 

own small family farms in the UK, but we don't 

starve if our crops fail and subsidies and tax cred-

its mean that nobody needs to go hungry. So this 

was similar to farmers everywhere - but so dif-

ferent when conversation turned to the Pol Pot 

era. I found it quite overwhelming to talk to a 

lovely educated women who was the same age to 

myself but at the age of 9 had been taken from 

her family by the Khmer Rouge to work on dam 

building and grew up in the years of war and fam-

ine. She believes that the only hope for Cambodia 

is education, but in the countryside where most 

still have no electricity, education and healthcare 

are poor. Hygiene practices are non existent and 

access to good healthcare is unaffordable. 

 

 

 

 

2c (ii)  Krong Koh Kong ς Noy 

The forest seemed a good place to farm, far from 

the noise of tuk tuks and motos, with plenty of 

fruit and nuts to harvest. In the Pol Pot era the 

jungle was a place that Khmer Rouge didn't go 

and many Cambodians fled to the jungle to hide. 

Taking produce to market is a slow boat trip. Noy 

told us how the village we visited was innovative 

and good at its marketing. 

Noy farms 5 ha. and told us how he made sure he 
had 'hard papers' to prove ownership. He was 
proud to tell us that since buying his land 4 years 
ago he had improved the soil and his yields of rice 
had increased. He was positive that farming had a 
future in Cambodia, but was worried about the 
misuse of sprays and fertilisers in an ecosystem 
that he was passionate about. When pressed as 
to why he farmed he eloquently explained the 
need to belong after spending his first 12 years in 
a refugee camp eating rice and dried fish. Owning 
and farming a piece of his homeland gave respect, 
security and freedom. He was innovative, young 
and positive but appreciated that he was only 
just starting to make a success of the farm. Facing 
the familiar problems of lack of capital, he 
seemed to have the resilience we saw in all the 
Cambodian people to be able to survive and en-
joy life as it happens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Lessons Learned in Cambodia 
 

× Human resilience is awesome 
× Farming is not just economics, land owning is more a passion. 
× Hygiene is still a major killer and fresh water is an essential of life 
× Women continue to miss out on education and opportunity. 
× A good education will bring innovation and success. 
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Sugar cane ready for transporting to market, Cambodia 

 

 
2d.  India 

 
Agriculture in India is one of the most important 
sectors of the economy. 66% of the workforce 
are employed in farming and according to the 
economic data for financial year 2006-07, agricul-
ture accounts for 18% of India's GDP. About 43% 
of India's geographical area is used for agricultur-
al activity.  Dependence on imports and the food 
shortage crises in the 1960s convinced planners 
that India's growing population needed to be self 
sufficient in food to give political and financial 
stability. Agricultural improvement led to the 
Green Revolution with a resulting quantum leap 
in production of wheat and rice. Now a second 
green revolution is needed to give the required 4% 
annual growth. 
 
Travelling extensively across India with a group of 
scholars we visited large dairies, vegetable grow-
ers, chicken farmers and pastoralists. India is an 
amazingly diverse country with an 'anything is 

possible' attitude, terrifying traffic and a com-
pletely reckless attitude to hygiene. 
 
 
2d (i)  True Milk ς Ludhiana 
 
This was a substantial business with a large inte-
grated dairy unit that sold their milk with the 
great marketing strap lines 'not milked by hand' 
and 'no flies'. After seeing cows and buffaloes 
milked into churns with very little hygiene I 
would certainly pay the extra 4 rupees for my 
plastic bag of clean milk. (34 rupees per L). 
 
On 52 acres there were currently 900 cows, buy-
ing in forage under contract from 450 local farm-
ers who delivered daily, and around 200 ladies 
owned the cows. Five ladies in self help groups 
each work one of four shifts, equal to 6 hours per 
day. They are collected in a van, have one day off 


