FARMING

the land
THE UNDULATING CORNISH LANDSCAPE IS AS CHERISHE[
STUNNING COASTLINE. BUT WHAT OF THOSE WHO FARM IT?-»
Words by Anna-Marie Julyan, photographs by westcountryphotographers.com
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PHOTO: FARMER RAYMOND JULYAN AMD HIS
DEVON AND CORNWALL LONGW001 SHEEP
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arrow Cornish lanes bordered on either side with
impossibly high stone hedges; the odd flock of sheep
or cattle grazing peacefully within the borders of
well-maintained fields; the rhythm of the seasons, whether at
harvest-home or lambing time. These are all part and parcel
of rural Cornwall.
The beauty of the Cornish countryside is appreciated by
many, as proven by the number of tourists who return year
on year. But do we perhaps take it as self-evident that
Cornwall is an agricultural county? That the maintenance of
the Cornish countryside is safely in the hands of an industry
still thriving, in a county renowned as much for its rural
beauty as for its coast?
With these questions in mind, I travelled across the county
to gain a picture of farming in Cornwall as it stands today.
My aim was not only to engage with different generations,
but also to allay niggling doubts about the future of the
Cornish landscape and a way of life that, worryingly, seems
to be on its knees.
Having grown up on a working farm as part of a Cornish
farming family going back many generations, I inevitably had
my own preconceived ideas, and I have to admit the picture
was looking mighty gloomy. My choice of career leads me
away from the farming industry, a decision in part influenced
by the adverse circumstances my father, a livestock farmer,
has had to face over the years. It is a fact that farming is not
an easy way of life; it involves a lifetime of hard work,
sometimes with little reward.
One recent example of this would be the wool cheque my
father, Raymond, received this year from the British Wool
Marketing Board. Wool from 40 of his Devon and Cornwall
Longwool and Charolais sheep resulted in payment of
£28.50. From this had to be deducted the cost of fuel for
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transporting the wool from Truro to Liskeard, not to mention
the time and effort involved in shearing 40 sheep. My dad
was despondent: "I worked hard to breed sheep with the
best wool, and it just feels like a total waste."
Whereas in the 1960s a farmer's wool cheque could pay
the rent for the farm, some of today's farmers are reduced to
using the wool in their compost heaps. The end of
government subsidies for British wool in 1992 is one factor
contributing to this turnaround, as is competition from wool
from other countries such as New Zealand, and particularly
poor auction prices in 2006.
Recent outbreaks of Foot and Mouth disease and the
Bluetongue virus can combine to paint a highly negative
picture of farming. However, this is not the full story. The
future of farming in the county depends on young people
entering the industry, and the increasing numbers of students
on the foundation degree in agriculture run by the Duchy
College at Stoke Climsland in the Tamar Valley are indicative
of a rising enthusiasm to do so.
Richard Soffe, head of the Rural Business School at the
college, commented: "Our numbers on agriculture doubled
two years ago, bucking the trend. Those figures have been
maintained, which is really healthy, because nationally
agriculture numbers dropped. I think we're now seeing that
resurgence."
A visit to a class of students at the school confirmed a
more positive approach. Asked why they felt positive about a
future in farming, the students answered resoundingly that
they anticipated a change in the industry's fortunes. As Jess
Collins pointed out: "We have got to be able to produce
more of our own food; that's a reason to be positive."
This was a view reflected at a meeting chaired by Andrew
Counsel!, principal of Duchy College, earlier in the year. Its

focus was the future of Cornish agriculture and the
challenges it faces at the beginning of the 21st century,
namely oil depletion and climate change. The prospect of
"Peak Oil", a term referring to the point at which the rate of
global oil production will peak and then start to decrease,
means that food security could be undermined. Thus the
issue of re-localising the distribution of food becomes ever
more pertinent, and customers are starting to realise this.
Martin Howlett, chairman of the National Farmers' Union
(NFU) in Cornwall, said: "Consumers are voting with their
feet by buying what is being labelled local, and quality. The
food mile issue is increasingly coming into it."
It is Martin's belief that there is a future in farming, and in
recent years the NFU and Cornish Federation of Young
Farmers' Clubs (YFC) have seen greater interaction. "The next
generation, those coming out of college, have seen fathers
and grandfathers struggle for the last 20 years, not making
any money despite the subsidies being there. Now the
subsidies aren't there, they are simply saying that they are
going to go into this with their eyes open and do the job
well. Farming has to stand on its own and pay."
How? Martin highlights the importance of future stability
in the marketplace, and training and education which makes
the use of new technologies and opportunities, for example
in energy production. He also points out that food prices
must reflect the true value of the food.
Changes in land ownership, barn conversions and
amalgamation of farms bought by those outside the farming
community could also mean change for our rural landscape.
Prices have risen: "Agricultural land is now at the highest
price it has ever been. You're looking at a new generation of
landowners, who tend to let the land to a farmer," says
auctioneer John Wakeham of Kivell's land agents.^

But even this apparent obstacle does not deter those
determined to go into farming. "Suddenly 100 or 200 acres,
which is a commercial size for a farm, becomes available. This
offers opportunities for new entrants or farmers' sons to go it
alone and set up farm businesses on a sensible rent," said Martin
Hewlett.
Diversification seems to have been yet another solution that
farmers have corne up to recent problems, with many making
inroads into the Cornish tourism industry. Martin himself has a
few holiday cottages on his farm, while many others diversify with
their own holiday lets or campsites. "It's a useful second income
stream; however, you've got to concentrate on the core
agriculture."
This was a view echoed by other farmers including the
chairman of the Cornwall YFC, Robert Tilly, a dairy farmer from
Ludgvan, West Cornwall. He set up a small caravan site on the
farm three years ago, but is "not generally keen" on larger
diversification projects. "Although it's right for some people, I feel
it would distract me from my main enterprise which is the farm."
So it would seem that agriculture continues to be at the heart
of farming in Cornwall, and that its future, although undoubtedly
one of challenge, is being embraced. A traditional feature of
country life, the Young Farmers' Clubs are still an active part of
that future.
All but a couple of the students in the class I met at Duchy
College were Young Farmers, but to get a clearer picture of what
today's Young Farmers actually do, I joined Helston YFC on one of
its Thursday meetings. That week, it was held at Helston Gun
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Smiths, who gave a talk on the forensic analysis of a gun
following a crime.
This is just an example of the diverse range of activities the
Young Farmers get involved in. Nationally, the organisation
runs a wide range of competitions throughout the year, from
sports to public speaking competitions, stock judging to
theatre and cabaret. They also run a Skills for Life scheme
including courses in car maintenance, IT, welding, first aid the list goes on and on.
Each club, of which Cornwall has 20, has an elected
chairman and secretary. Robert Tilly assured me that farming
was still at the organisation's core, so who better to ask
about hopes and aspirations for the industry's future?
Walking into the meeting, I was warmly welcomed by a
group of young people happy to be grilled about their
backgrounds, career choices and plans. Many are from
farming backgrounds, but not all have chosen to pursue a
career in the industry, with some of the boys turning to
careers as stonemasons or welders, for example.
Chris Wearne lives on a smallholding and trained as an
agricultural engineer, working on a big dairy farm for 18
months. He chose eventually to return to work in the family
stonemasonry business- "I've been there for four years now. I
found a business that could be mine one day, plus it's better
money and better hours than farming. Farming is my hobby."
For those who have stayed in farming, however, it's clear
that they have faced tough choices, but have chosen, on the
whole, to study at an agricultural college and face up to their

future in an informed and business-like way.
Adam Care, 22, chairman of the Heiston YFC and farmer
on a traditional livestock farm, studied agriculture at Duchy
College. "Basically, I just wanted to go home and loved
farming, so that's what I did. But now, more than 20 years
ago, most young farmers have been through college, they
know their figures, they know what they're doing and they
approach it as a business," he explains. Asked if he's still
happy with his choice, he replies: "Yeah, it is hard work, but I
wouldn't see myself doing anything else; I'm happy."
The emphasis in farming has clearly moved from post-war
mass production to quality over quantity. Alan Carter, 17,
farms his family's dairy herd. "You've got to try and make the
best out of what you've got. I think it's more about having a
quality product - people want the best, they can afford now
to buy the best, and we get paid on our milk for each per
cent of butterfat that's in it."
Adam Care adds: "With all the welfare standards we
comply with, the better the public can see - the standards
between two different joints of beef can be very different."
The pressures of the recent export ban and movement
restrictions due to animal disease, mean that the Cornish
farmer needs the Cornish consumer more than ever. In
addition, feed costs have risen due to the world rise in grain
prices. However, this could signify a turn for the better, as the
value placed on good food is emphasised and our changing
world highlights the important role farmers play in the
Cornish rural community. S)

