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Introduction 

Dominic Dyer of the Badger Trust describes contemporary ōƻǾƛƴŜ ¢. ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ 
ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎΩΦ   

The intensification of farming ς increasing yields and outputs from a given unit area by 
greater use of factors such as technology, energy and chemicals and increasing economic 
viability, for instance by merging small farms into larger ones ς has long been recognized as 
environmentally damaging.   

More than two decades ago, in 1998 an English Nature report on sustainability of 
agriculture by Mark Tilzey ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ψŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ōǳƛƭǘ ƴƻǘ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ 
of managerialist 'symptom management', but rather by Ψaddressing generic causes deriving 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩΦ  Tilzey wrote: 

ΨFarm wastes are a major cause of water pollution, particularly from dairy farms. They are a 
significant source of nitrogen and phosphorus, heavy metals, pathogenic organisms, 
ŀƳƳƻƴƛŀ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǘƘŀƴŜ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ Χ These results of course are a product of production 
concentration and intensification; a return to more extensive management would resolve 
Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩΦ  

! ΨǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ reversing nearly all the trends that have 
dominated livestock farming since the mid Twentieth Century. 
 
CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мфнлǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ (low 
density herds outdoors).  Some cattle were kept out-doors year round and many were 
grazed on grass pastures in summer and fed, mainly on hay, indoors in the winter.  With hay 
(long grass cut and dried in fields on sunny days) no longer needed for horse-power on 
farms, most hay meadows were ploughed up, often converted to arable farming, and 
biodiverse low-productivity grasslands resown and fertilised to make them more productive 
of bulk grass (mainly perennial rye-grass or annual Italian rye-grass).  Mechanisation 
continued in the 1960s and intensification of farming with fields enlarged and drained, 
greater inputs of artificial fertiliser, herbicides and pesticides, use of supplementary animal 
feed rather than grass or hay, increased rapidly once Britain joined the European Economic 
Community (now EU) in 1973.   
 

http://threeworlds.campaignstrategy.org/
mailto:chris@campaignstrategy.co.uk
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/79026
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Ex hay meadow in Swaledale now resown and cut for silage 

 
Surviving hay meadow at Muker in Swaledale 
 
By making greater and more intensive use of the land, flora and fauna was eliminated.  Over 
97% of flower-rich hay meadows pastures for example have been lost since 1935 (this is 
from a 1980s survey and more have been lost since then).  Intensive agriculture is now 
widely recognized as the major cause of nature destruction in Britain and in the EU.  Overall 
inputs to farming started to decline in the 1990s (and productivity increased) partly because 
policies were introduced to lower subsidies but the pattern of structural change has 
continued. 

Ψ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ƳƛȄŜŘ ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŀōƭŜ ŦŀǊƳǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ disappear particularly in Eastern 
England as crops like Oil Seed Rape and winter-sown cereals were introduced, using high 
inputs of fertiliser.   

https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/habitats/grassland/lowland-meadow-and-pasture
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/05/europe-must-act-on-intensive-farming-to-save-wildlife-scientists-say
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Sue Everett who founded a nature-recovery organisation Flora Locale providing local 
provenance seed for restoration projects commented to me: 

Ψ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳƛȄŜŘ ŦŀǊƳǎ started to disappear across most areas of lowland Britain where, 
with inputs and bigger machinery and the climate not too wet, as soon we we went in the 
EEC (1973) because of the arable area payments regime. From the heavy clay lands of the 
midlands and places like the Vale of Aylesbury to the Berkshire downs and chalklands of 
southern England, arable with no livestock became prevalent.  

To start with the arable farming to some extent fed off the soils that had been built up when 
much of this land had been permanent grassland and when environmental constraints of the 
land played a role in the choice of how the land was farmed. Environmental constraints were 
chucked out of the window, leading to soil erosion and increasing pollution of 
watercourses  as huge areas of land were converted from pasture or meadow to arable 
cultivation.  

One field on the Berkshire downs (level land) lost half its topsoil by the time it was restored 
to permanent grassland under an environmental stewardship scheme 30 years later around 
2006. This was one of the fields I provided seed forΩ. 

Dairy farming became ever more concentrated in the wetter south and west, which 
favoured grass growing, and many pastures were resown to create monocultures of 
perennial rye grass, eliminating flowers and hundreds or thousands of insects and other 
wildlife species that survived in diverse pastures.   

 

Surviving ancient hay meadow at Wendlebury Meads in Oxfordshire 
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Perennial rye grass field 

By the 1990s, many dairy farmers were feeding cattle by ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƳŀƛȊŜ όŀƪŀ ΨŎƻǊƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
US), and making a lot more silage (a form of pickled vegetation designed for feeding to 
ndoor livestock).  New American Holstein cattle bloodlines were introduced which were less 
hardy but produced hugely more milk.  The RSPCA has argued that:  

ΨThe modern dairy cow is probably the hardest-working farm animal and possibly the most 
vulnerable Χ Φ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǿΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎȅŎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
makes her susceptible to metabolic and infectious disease, notably, the pre- and post-
partum period where the cow moves from pregnancy to high milk production resulting in 
major nutritional, hormonal and metabolic stresses that have to be carefully managed.  
There needs to be a complete re-evaluation of cattle husbandry methods and associated risk 
of bTBΩΦ  

Keeping high-milk-producing cattle most or all of the time in sheds produced large amounts 
of slurry (cow faeces).  Similar intensification took place in pig and poultry farming.   
 
So, as noted above in the discussion of siloed science, in general terms, the history of UK 
cattle-TB spans a period of ΨŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎΩ ŦǊƻƳ the early C20th through to the 1960s, in 
which a low point of disease was reached by use of cattle farming control measures.  The 
current TB epidemic began in the 1970s and sped up to reach the current sustained high 
levels of infection, broadly in step with industrialisation and intensification of UK farming.    
 
This raises the question, not much discussed in the welter of reports on TB, cattle and 
badgers, of whether the nexus of changes involved in farm intensification have themselves 

https://www.rspca.org.uk/documents/1494939/7712578/Bovine+TB%3A+not+everything+is+black+and+white+%28PDF+5.62MB%29.pdf/db0d213f-848e-8b1a-3885-308d2302b693?t=1568714421672
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encouraged TB as a disease, and made it harder to get rid of, and so whether to do so, 
significant changes in farming may be needed rather than just badger culling.  While the 
well-being of badgers alone may not weigh heavily in this calculation, the net benefits to 
society of cleaning up and downsizing intensive cattle farming could be enormous. 
 
Intensification has meant specialisation (each farms typically doing more of fewer things, eg 
just growing cereals or milking dairy cows) and (for decades as an aim of policy), producing 
more per unit area.  This has meant fewer not more cattle, with numbers peaking in 1974 at 
over 15 million and then falling 5 million by 2015, while milk produced per cow increased.   

Dairy herds have tended to become bigger, and fewer, and concentrated on a few high-
yielding types of cattle. A 2019 global study ƻŦ ŘŀƛǊȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΣ ŦƻǊ 
example, between 1995 and 2017 the number of dairy farms fell from around 35,000 to 
13,ллл ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƘŜǊŘ ǎƛȊŜ ǘǊƛǇƭŜŘΩΦ   Consequently the number of dairy farmers and 
workers has fallen precipitously (from nearly 200,000 in the 1950s), while the use of 
contractors going from farm to farm, has increased.  

 

Intensification of dairy farming post 1973 (entry to EEC): numbers of cows decreased while 
yield per cow increased ς Source Defra 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN03339/SN03339.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-019-01177-y
https://www.cpre.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/The_future_of_dairy_farming.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130222210257/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-environ-obs-research-cattle-dairy09-jun09.pdf
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The main driver for larger herd sizes is generally assumed to be lower unit costs of milk 
production.  In the USΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘΣ Ψƛƴ нлмлΣ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
per litre of milk was more than three times higher for farms with fewer than 50 cows than 
ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ нллл ŎƻǿǎΩΦ  However a 2013 UK study by the Dairy industry group 
Dairy Co ΨThe structure of the GB dairy farming industry ς what drives changeΩ -  found that 
Ψ[ŀǊƎŜǊ ƘŜǊŘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ Ƴƛƭƪ ǇǊƛŎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǳƴƛǘǎΩΦ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜŘΥ 

1. Restructuring in the GB dairy industry has been considerable ς on average there has 
been a loss of over 1,100 farmers per year across GB since 1995. However, over this 
period total milk output has been relatively stable with both average herd size and 
average yield per cow increasing to compensate for declining producer numbers.  

2. Milk production in Great Britain has moved west over the past few years. This is 
partly due to the more favourable conditions for growing grass in the west and partly 
due to the wider range of options available to dairy farmers in the Midlands and East 
(both farming and non-farming).  

 

From: The structure of the GB dairy farming industry ς what drives change 

It also observed:   

dairy farmers further west exhibit an element of comparative advantage where they are 
able to produce milk at a lower cost by utilising a higher proportion of forage. Agricultural 
land prices may also influence this shift, with development pressures from urban areas, 
ΨƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜ ōǳȅŜǊǎΩ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
south east and midlands especially.  

Further evidence for this westward shift is the fact that within both Scotland and Wales 
there is evidence of increasing milk production in western areas such as Dumfries & 
Galloway, Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire, for example 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-019-01177-y
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Research%20Papers/Structure%20of%20GB%20dairy%20farming%20industry%20FULL%20TECHNICAL%20REPORT.pdf
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Research%20Papers/Structure%20of%20GB%20dairy%20farming%20industry%20FULL%20TECHNICAL%20REPORT.pdf
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And: 

Lastly, many of the major milk buyers/processors are located along the major transport 
networks on the western side of the country. There are considerations of cause and effect, 
with milk processors for manufactured products particularly wishing to be in located within 
ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ΨƳƛƭƪ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΩ ǘƻ minimise transport costs. Once the plants are in place, however, 
they are a fixture and may, in turn, encourage greater milk production nearby.  

 

Concentration of dairy cows in the south west of England 2004-8 - Defra 

These effects of concentrating dairy in the west and increasing herd sizes will obviously have 
also geographically concentrated any negative environmental effects of intensive dairying, 
and possibly ΨƛƴǘǊŀŎǘŀōƭŜΩ ¢. ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ōŀŘƎŜǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǎƘ-pull effect of also 
concentrating distribution infrastructure may pose a challenge to de-escalating dairy 
intensification. 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130222210257/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-environ-obs-research-cattle-dairy09-jun09.pdf
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Above: losses of mixed farming underlie the greater reductions in dairy farming in the centre 
and east in the 2000s ς Source Defra  

 

Increasing dairy herd size, particularly in the lowlands in the 2000s ς Source Defra 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130222210257/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-environ-obs-research-cattle-dairy09-jun09.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130222210257/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-environ-obs-research-cattle-dairy09-jun09.pdf
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Dairy Farming Income 

The DairyCo report also provided this analysis of dairy farm income. 

 

From the above it appears that the great majority of dairy farm income between 2008 and 
2011 was public subsidy of various forms (agri-environment, direct subsidy, single farm 
payment, and possibly with some pǳōƭƛŎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ΨŘƛǾŜǊǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩύΦ  

The latest (2018/19) Defra Farm Accounts survey show that dairy farming had the highest 
net profit (Farm Business Income) of any farm sector in 2017-18:  

 

Dairying also has the highest percentage of farm businesses with a profit of over £75,000 a 
year.  Other livestock grazing is far less profitable.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/851845/fbs-farmaccountsengland-13dec19.pdf

