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Abstract
Rural landscapes in England are cultural landscapes. They are largely the product
of the individual actions of multiple agents - farmers and others - working
independently. It is only in recent times that an active approach to planning the
English countryside on a regional or landscape scale has taken place, through the
award of protected status, the provision of ecological conservation grant schemes
and conservation advice from a variety of sources. Farmers are more aware and
accepting than ever of their duties towards the environment although they still
largely operate at the farm rather than landscape scale. They rarely have to
consider the wider impacts of what they do on the land that surrounds their farm
or be unduly concerned about the way their neighbour’s farms are managed. New
schemes such as the revised Environmental Stewardship and new technologies
such as GM crops will push farmers to consider the wider impacts of what they do
and to increase contact with their neighbours. This paper considers the
implications of these developments on isolated farm decision making and asks the
questions should farmers be encouraged to plan what they do at a landscape scale
and should they be encouraged to work with their neighbours towards
environmental improvements?
___________________________________________________________________________
Introduction
Most landscapes in England that we see today have been heavily influenced by the
activities of humans over decades and centuries (we deliberately only cover England in this
paper because of variations in the systems of planning and management of landscapes within
the four parts of the United Kingdom). Generally the underlying structure or geomorphology
of the landscape is least affected except by the major civil engineering works associated with
transport infrastructure and mining of certain geological resources. However the texture of
the landscape in terms of the patterns and the persistence of vegetation and other land cover,
and hence its visual appearance from public sites, is very much a product of the individual
actions of multiple agents. A significant proportion of the rural landscape is under private
ownership, and in particular managed, if not owned, by farmers, each of whom has a separate
business to run and rarely if ever co-operates with other farmers in planning what crops to
grow and what stock they keep (there is more extensive co-operation in sharing machinery or
purchasing resources).
The total number of active farm holdings in England has been decreasing over the past few
decades with a consequent rise in the average size of each active holding and a growing
number of much smaller hobby farms owned by people who derive most of their income from
another career (DEFRA, 2005). Even within the active farm holdings there have been the
countervailing trends of them either becoming more arable or stock focussed, with a
consequent decline in mixed farms, and at the same time many diversifying into other farm
and non-farm related activities (e.g. food processing, food shops, tourism) to create more
multifunctional farms. Despite these different trends the majority of active holdings make up
only a small part of each landscape area as defined through a national scheme (Countryside
Agency, 2005).
The multifunctional nature of cultural landscapes, providing a mix of visual, ecological,
and economic benefits, has always raised the issue of the balance between these different
benefits in different areas and how best to achieve that balance (Tait, Lane and Carr, 1988).
In this paper we explore this issue, in particular the tensions between the public based top
down control of the landscape and the bottom up activities of the landscape’s ‘private
owners’. We aim to set out the key questions that need to be answered and draw upon on our
own research work with farmers to indicate new approaches to the question of whether
farmers should be landscape planners too.
Landscape planning and management in England
The main measures used to influence developments in the countryside are either economic
or regulatory. Economic measures usually fall into incentives e.g. subsidies for producing
various goods or grants for undertaking specific activities or penalties in the form of taxes and
fines that try to reduce the incidence of unwanted activties. Regulatory measures do also
cover taxes and fines but here we refer to the many types of legislation that impact on the
planning system, whereby someone has to seek approval from a competent authority before
carrying out specified activities.
Landscape regulation
Landscapes are dynamic, ever changing features that provide different experiences and
contain different plant and particularly animal communities on both shorter (seasonal) and
longer time scales. Before the latter half of the 20th Century little thought was given by
politicians or others about whether to control or influence the nature of landscapes for their
own sake. There were many changes to the rural landscape consequent upon various socioeconomic
developments e.g. the various Enclosure Acts in England in the 17th, 18th and 19th
Centuries and the creation of a railway network in the 19th and early 20th Century. In other
words the many changes were readily or eventually accepted even if some found them
unacceptable at the time. The first real change to this attitude came about through the
establishment of the National Trust in the late 19th Century by some concerned individuals.
Their reasons for wanting to purchase bits of the countryside and historic monuments was to
protect and preserve elements of the cultural and natural heritage that they thought were
threatened by the demands of an ever growing economy.
It took more than 50 years from then for the first significant attempt to plan the look and
feel of the countryside through the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act (1949).
This Act, and its various amendments, replacements or adjuncts over the years (e.g. the
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981), has provided various powers for competent planning
authorities to both control developments and also to be able to designate areas. Designation
of areas has been for a variety of reasons and scales, whether for their wildlife or geological
value (Sites of Special Scientific Interest and National Nature Reserves), their visual value
(Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty), their socio-cultural value, and a combination of all
these aspects (National Parks). These planning powers have been used extensively over the
past half century to influence how the countryside has, or has not, developed in certain areas
of the countryside, often with some areas enjoying more than one designation. But they have
done little to directly influence the individual business decisions of farmers, in terms of what
crops they grow, what and how many stock they keep and the many internal farm features that
shape the patterns of land cover (hedgerows, copses, woods, fences, ditches etc). It is
economics that has driven most change in this area.
Landscape incentives
The farmed part of the rural landscape is very much driven by technological developments
being adopted to improve the profitability of the farm business, whether this is to improve
productivity from the same area and hence income or to reduce the unit costs of production by
greater efficiencies (Lane, 1983). In many cases the actual area in production has been
increased by removing ‘unproductive’ features such as hedgerows or by bringing into use
lower grade or more difficult to farm areas e.g. draining wetter land with improved drainage
methods. These economic driving forces have tended both to reduce the wildlife on farms
such that only generalist species can survive in the remaining habitats and also to degrade the
landscape character by creating a much simpler pattern of land cover than previously existed
(although it should not be forgotten that historically landscape character has varied in its
complexity across England).
To mitigate and restore those features of the landscape which are seen as crucial to the
character of the landscape there have been many grant schemes aimed at paying for beneficial
activities to be undertaken. Thus the Hedgerow Incentive Scheme provided funding for the
traditional upkeep of hedgerows by, in effect, making them an environmental good that is
paid for by the state and so providing another income stream to the farm business. Most
incentive schemes have targeted more than one feature of the landscape at the same time
(such as Countryside Stewardship) albeit only in certain restricted parts of the countryside,
often those with some other type of designation for wildlife of landscape value. The limited
uptake and/or funding involved in these grant schemes has meant that while some wildlife and
landscape benefits may have accrued these have been on a very limited and non integrated
way. There has not been long term, holistic landscape planning. Rather, it seems to be
piecemeal, opportunistic and short term inputs whereby most farmers are aware that they are
expected to be custodians of the countryside but probably have little idea what they should do
individually or collectively.
The recent introduction of a country-wide grant support scheme available to all farmers -
the Entry Level Scheme under the new Environmental Stewardship initiative (DEFRA, 2005)
- to replace production subsidies, is the first time that there has been scope for planning the
nature of the countryside on a truly national scale. Entry Level Stewardship is a whole farm
scheme open to all farmers and land managers who farm conventionally (there is a related
scheme for farmers who manage all or part of their land organically).
The primary objectives of Environmental Stewardship are to:
• Conserve wildlife (biodiversity)
• Maintain and enhance landscape quality and character
• Protect the historic environment and natural resources
• Promote public access and understanding of the countryside
• Natural resource protection
Its secondary objectives within the primary objectives are:
• Genetic conservation
• Flood management
In this paper we focus on the first two primary objectives but it is worth keeping the others
in mind. A significant feature of Environmental Stewardship is not only its application to all
farmers and whole farms rather than parts of farms, but that it is also linked to a landscape
character scheme.
Landscape character
There have been several attempts to characterise the landscapes of England and provide a
consistent national framework within which more detailed local assessments can take place
and that all can understand and work with in the same way that the National Vegetation
Classification scheme does for plant communities (Rodwell, 1992). These attempts have
culminated in the Countryside Character Initiative (Countryside Agency, 2005). This
initiative has resulted in the mapping of the whole of England’s countryside into 159 separate,
distinctive character areas. Individual descriptions of each area use certain features to explain
what makes one area unique and how it differs from others as well as showing how the
character arose and how it is changing.
The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has built upon this
initiative and worked with other Government Agencies to use the Joint Character Areas that
describe the key characteristics of different parts of the English Countryside (see Table 1).
They even go so far as identifying management options that will deliver benefits in landscape,
wildlife and historic features that are particularly relevant to the area in which an individual
farm is located.
While this looks to be an enormous step forward in the planning and management of the
countryside the questions that it raises are:
1. Does this approach assume too much that landscapes have to be preserved rather than
allowed to change as circumstances change?
2. Is this a case of ‘experts’ expecting farmers to adopt the solution offered rather than
for farmers to adapt and interpret the solution to suit their own circumstances?
3. Are farmers still expected to act as individual agents or could they be encouraged to
work collaboratively on a truly landscape scale?
We now explore these questions using two different case studies we have been involved in
researching.
Table 1 An extract from the Environmental Stewardship Guidance Notes 2005 for Joint
Character Area 095 Northamptonshire Uplands
___________________________________________________________________________
Description of your area
This mainly rural area varies from gently rolling hills with little tree cover in the east, to
steeper, well-hedged undulations south of Market Harborough. Several major rivers rise here
and flow east and west into surrounding areas. The Welland valley runs along the northern
edge of the county and is a major landscape feature. Numerous reservoirs provide an
important source of wildlife and recreational interest. The wet grassland of the Cherwell
valley in the southeast and the acid grassland to the south of Daventry are also notable
features.
Arable production dominates the open level ground, while pasture grazing is concentrated on
the hills and valleys. The area contains historically significant ridge and furrow field patterns,
whilst deserted settlements are focal points in the landscape. Several historic parklands and
their associated manor houses contain woodland providing habitat for a range of plants and
insects.
Key issues and features in your area
• Encourage farmland birds onto arable and mixed holdings
• Retain in-field trees
• Improve existing field boundary condition and retain hedgerow patterns
• Improve water quality of the main rivers and their tributaries
• Protect historic and archaeological features on farmland
___________________________________________________________________________
Source: Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA, 2005)
Farmers as landscape planners
Environmental regulations and compliance measures mean that today farmers are more
environmentally aware than they have ever been. The expectation of society that farmers
should produce non-food products, as well as food products, is clear to them. Yet farmers’
individual actions may not be being harnessed effectively. To both produce food and nonfood
products that will sustain the farm business, support rural economies, and have a positive
impact on the ecological and visual landscape is a complex task, and we may need to examine
whether there are advantages to farmers collaborating and if so, how farmers might
collaborate. Two case studies that we have researched provide some indication of the
implications of farmer collaboration. The first looks at a non-food product, hedgerows, and
the second a very contentious new crop technology. Both case studies have implications for
the nature of the landscape and associated biodiversity and how farmers interact with their
neighbours and the public.
The case of hedgerows in the landscape
Hedged landscapes are a quintessential feature of much of the lowland countryside in
England and Wales. Hedgerows are often the only semi-natural or ‘wild’ areas left on a farm
and so have become highly valued features in our present day agricultural landscape. As
noted earlier agri-environment grant schemes have specifically targeted the planting of new
hedgerows and the restoration of neglected ones, with the principal aim being the
conservation of wildlife habitat. Although the loss of hedgerows in recent years may be
viewed as simply another phase of landscape change, there has been sufficient public and
professional concern to make the UK Government enact specific legislation to protect
hedgerows in England and Wales (Department of the Environment, 1997).
Investigating the human dimension of landscape, our research demonstrated that
hedgerows are an important cultural feature of the landscape for farmers as well as ecologists
or members of the public (Oreszczyn and Lane, 1999). So much so that many farmers believe
that landscapes of rolling hills with small fields enclosed by hedgerows defines the English
countryside. (Oreszczyn and Lane, 2000). Further, for many farmers hedgerows are
important as outward signs of care for their farm, either as tidy hedgerows representing a well
attended farm, or as features demonstrating their concern for wildlife. However, farmers are
first and foremost business people and today hedgerows are generally not business features.
Farmers may therefore wish to dispense with hedgerows, particularly internal ones, if it helps
the farm business, despite recognising both the wildlife and landscape losses that ensue.
Many therefore welcome and take up grants that are now available for planting and/or
managing their hedgerows. However farmers are still mainly driven by their own concerns
and their individual farm management plans. They rarely consult or talk to neighbouring
farmers about their hedgerow plans unless it directly impacts on their neighbour, as in the
case of a shared boundary hedge. Further, although they are aware of the wider context
within which they farm, they do not generally take into consideration the wider landscape
impacts, whether ecological or aesthetic and visual, of what they may be doing.
The case of GM crops in the landscape
Biotechnology is viewed by the UK Government and proponents as a way of increasing
agricultural efficiency and attracting investment to create a more competitive industry.
Genetically modified (GM) crops are a new farming technology that many farmers believe
promises to reduce the costs of production, provide significant environmental benefits
(including for wildlife) and increase yields. However, a major obstacle to growing GM crops
commercially has been controversy over the possibility that broad-spectrum herbicides may
harm wildlife and wildlife habitats, (Levidow and Carr, 2000). Concern has been particularly
acute as 69% of the land in the UK is registered as agricultural holdings and there are few
remaining ‘wild’ areas. In response to these concerns, the Government funded a three year
farm-scale research programme to consider the possible impacts on biodiversity of growing
the GM herbicide-tolerant (GMHT) crops maize, sugar beet, and spring and autumn sown
oilseed rape. These became known as the Farm Scale Evaluations (FSEs). In 2003 the main
results of the evaluations were published and the Government announced that of the four
crops tested in the FSEs, it would oppose European approval for the EU-wide commercial
cultivation of GMHT beet and oilseed rape. For GMHT maize, which already had the
necessary marketing consent, it gave a cautious go-ahead for commercial planting, subject to
certain conditions (Oreszczyn, 2004). However, no GM crops are currently being grown
commercially in the UK, although it remains a potential technology for the future.
If GM crops are grown in the UK then farmers may eventually turn to different crops,
including non-food crops. The immediate significance of this new technology for landscape
planning, however, lies not in its effects on the texture of the landscape (current GM and non-
GM crops are indistinguishable visually) but because farmers will need to have greater
contact with their farming neighbours. Issues concerning the co-existence of GM and non-
GM crops due to the potential for gene transfer between crops mean that farmers growing GM
varieties will be obliged to talk with their neighbours growing conventional or organic crops
about what they are growing and where. In other words the farmers will have to start doing
their planning on a wider scale than just their own farm.
Our current research has involved interviews with farmers taking part in the FSEs. It has
revealed that during the FSEs farmers found no difficulty with notifying their neighbours
about what they were doing, and in some cases the increased contact was welcomed. As with
the hedgerow research, the interviews also suggested that this kind of active farmer
collaboration was not normal practice. For example, when questioned, one farmer responded
as follows:
Q. Do you consider what you do in terms of the wider landscape or what you do at the farm
level?
A. Do you mean are we sympathetic to the way the countryside looks or does that go out of
the window because of economics?
Q. Yes, that’s part of it, but also in terms of what your neighbours are doing and whether that
affects what you do?
A. Yes, when growing the GM crops we had to consult with them to make sure that we weren’t
doing something that they were totally against and it wasn’t growing next to a crop of
conventional oil seed rape that would be contaminated, so yes, that sort of interaction
between the farmers was increased during the trials. Now we are back to the same old
situation, where we grow what we want in our fields and they grow what they want in theirs
and never the twain shall meet really, apart from a chat over the fence or if you see them in
the pub. Yes, it has caused a difference there – GM technology.
Q. And did you find that difficult?
A. No, never had a problem with that at all. One or two farmers asked an awful lot of
questions, worried because of the newspaper reports and media coverage that it had on
television. They were very worried that we would put some weeds onto their farm, that it
would be out of control. But once talking through it and giving them the background to it and
what exactly we were doing and how these things are controlled, they realised that if you sat
down and thought about it there was a lot more common sense answers than it was portrayed
in the press.
As the last answer indicates, conversations with other farmers can be important for a number
of reasons. In this case it allayed some of the fears other farmers may have about what they
are doing. However, it could equally be a conversation about how their plans to establish a
hedgerow or woodland might fit in with what their neighbour is doing.
Conclusions
Reflecting on these two case studies provides useful insights into the way the changes
being brought about in the English agricultural landscape have the potential to offer new
opportunities for farming practices. From both cases it is notable that farmers are not
generally thinking at the landscape level when considering management strategies for their
farm, unless this is explicitly requested of them. Greater farmer collaboration and increased
awareness of the effects of management practices at the landscape level may be beneficial for
both the farmer and the landscape. Yet farmers may not have the appropriate applied
knowledge to enable them to think about what they are doing at this larger scale.
Much is currently being done to enhance biodiversity and maintain and enhance landscape
quality and character as a result of new environmental schemes and obligations under CAP.
The question is would a more bottom-up approach which enabled farmers to think more about
what they are doing in terms of the wider landscape provide added value? Is the top-down
approach whereby landscape planners and ecologists plan at the landscape scale sufficient?
Our research indicates that current schemes have and will encourage farmers to consider
biodiversity on their whole farm but that it may be beneficial to broaden the view of farmers
to include an appreciation of what they do at the landscape level and to encourage them to
collaborating more with their fellow farmers.
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