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Current challenges in farming

• Consumer attitudes
• Changing farming circumstances
• Land succession and ownership
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Problem 1: Consumers

• Public Concern about:
– Food miles
– Pesticides
– Monoculture
– Factory farming and 

intensive agriculture
– Species decline
– Fossil fuels
– Emissions and global 

warning
– Etc…..

No worries - as long as they don’t consume me……
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Problem 2: Farmers

• Declining profitability of 
farm enterprises
– Changes in Common 

Agricultural Policy (fewer 
subsidies for production)

– Costs of regulation (waste, 
water quality, animal 
welfare, movement 
restrictions)

– Lower prices from 
supermarkets

– Public image of farmers
– Baby boomer farmers 

retiring Breeding replacements, starting
them young……
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Problem 3: Farm succession and 
land ownership

• Farm land prices very 
buoyant

• Decreasing profitability 
means fewer children 
want to carry on family 
farm

• New entrants priced out
• Planning regulations –

difficult to start farm  
enterprises de novo

• Fewer rentable 
smallholdings as starter 
units A low point….?

Winter solstice 2006– Blore Heath
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The wider challenge, then….

• Public re-connection with farming
• Young entrants
• Increased profitability
• Public rejecting high food miles, poor 

welfare, non-organic produce – increased 
demand for traceable, local, organic

• Succession issues to overcome
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Farm solutions?

• Value – added  product 
e.g.  Direct sales

• Enterprise Diversification 
–more income streams 
(e.g. care farming?)

• Educational access
• Cross compliance (single 

payment scheme)
• Environmental grant 

schemes
• AS WELL AS………

Farm pond, reedbeds, unimproved
Grassland area planned for wildlife
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Community land ownership?

• USA experience of community land 
ownership

• Some UK schemes
• A way forward to re-connect many people 

with farming?
• The Fordhall Farm Project……
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Fordhall Farm, Market Drayton,
Shropshire, UK
www.fordhallfarm.com
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Fordhall Farm- history

1960s – country club 

1960s – organic dairy products

1990s – Arthur, 
Ben & Charlotte Hollins

2000s
– Fordhall

Project begins

2006 - FCLI
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The position today

• Land purchased via “Industrial and Provident 
Society” legislation

• Fordhall Community Land Initiative (FCLI) 
legally established, with Board of Trustees

• 8000 owners (shareholders) + ~1000 donators, 
“Friends”, volunteers.

• Ben and Charlotte as tenant-farmers, paying 
rent to FCLI

• Charity aims: organic farming, food quality, and 
education
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Research questions 

• For what reasons have people contributed 
to the appeal?

• Since the purchase of the land, have their 
expectations been fulfilled?

• What do people wish to get out of 
continued membership?
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Research plan

• Proposal to Fordhall Board 
• (Ethical approval)
• Interviews with founding members
• Web survey of shareholders
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Interview findings:overview

1. Important factors in the project and the 
appeal

Supporting two young people who have a 
vision
Something for the next generation
Infectious enthusiasm of the team

2. Qualities of those who responded
Prior interest in related issues e.g. organic +
Involvement in the early stages
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“Supporting 2 young people” –
example interview quote….

My driving inspiration is that I just 
wouldn’t want to see it collapse 
– partly because it is a 
pioneering farm but partly 
because of these young 
people – very few young 
people … want to stay or go 
into farming and these two 
people were determined that 
that’s what they wanted to do–
I just wanted to do something 
to help them along their way.

Mr H (founder volunteer/shareholder 64-68)
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“For the next generation…”

“I think most people had the 
thought that they wanted their 
children and grandchildren- not 
necessarily to have a direct 
connection with it but to be… –
that we, our generation, is not 
doing the wrong thing and 
everything is going to collapse 
as a result of us not doing the 
right thing in terms of food 
production generally – they 
don’t want it to be a worse 
future for their children”

(Mr & Mrs E - founder volunteers and 
shareholders 92-95)
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“Contagious enthusiasm” example…

“ I actually found I have 
got things  out of it as 
well which is their 
enthusiasm and they 
say nothing is more 
contagious than 
enthusiasm. They 
overflow with it and 
it’s exciting.”

(GS, founder member/ subscriber, 68-70)



20

“Prior interest in key issues”….

“[I] first heard on Farming Today [national Radio 
programme], feature about Fordhall Farm about 2ye ars
ago. We had not been in farming at that time but that 
awakened us – the difficulties it was having and  no 
money, and they had been a pioneer of organic farming 
– which is where we felt connected… we are very keen 
[on organic production]  – and they mentioned the shop 
so we went and turned up – and there was Charlotte –
that had an influence on us – such young people and so 
dedicated to what they wanted to do but no means of 
doing it – and we just got hooked, drawn in to the 
activities.”

Mrs H (founder member/subscriber, 4-10)
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Interview conclusions

• Supporters had a prior interest in/ 
sensitivity to farming and food issues

• Ben and Charlotte’s age and enthusiasm 
were important “selling points”

• The eventual massive response to the 
appeal was not instantaneous, but grew 
over time. Media coverage was vital.
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Online survey - Sampling pool

The potential sample size included people who fell 
into one or more of the following categories:
- People who have bought shares (“Shareholders”): 

(approx. 15000 shares were sold, to 7988 people.)
– Those who made Interest-free loans ( n=50)
– People who have become “Friends” and  pay an 

annual subscription to receive the Newsletter (n=300)

Sources: Personal correspondence, 2/2/07; FCLI Autumn 2006 Newsletter
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Questionnaire

• Personal profile – age, sex, how heard 
about the appeal, amount of involvement 
in farming, whether contributed to other 
related causes, importance of 15 reasons 
for contributing to Fordhall identified in 
interviews

• What gained from contributing to appeal
• Expected future involvement
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Survey results: Age 

Figure 1: Age distribution
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Other Demographics

• Male 43% Female 57%
• “White” 96%, “Mixed” <1%, “Black”<1%, 

“Prefer not to say” 2%
• Distance lived from Fordhall Farm

– <1 hr. 27%
– 1-3 hrs. 33%

– 4-6 hrs. 30%
– >6 hrs. 10%
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What kind of contribution1?

• Bought shares 95%

• Paid a subscription to be a “Friend” 20%
• Given an interest-free loan 6%

• Made a donation 12%
• Been on a volunteer weekend 9%

• Other 20%

[1Respondents could tick as many as applied]
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Newspaper coverage was 
important

Qu 6: How did you first  hear about 
the F. appeal?
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Two-thirds of respondents had slight or no 
prior involvement in agriculture

Question 8: How much prior 
involvement in agriculture?
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Contributed to organisations with 
similar aims1?

• Conservation 64% 

• Buying locally-produced food 58% 
• Community action/charitable ventures 44%

• Organic food production 38%
• Sustainability 34% 

• Animal welfare 29% 
• Integrated farm practices 6%

[1Respondents could tick as many alternatives as applicable]
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“How important are these reasons to you for 
supporting Fordhall?” – the “top five”

[In descending rank order – summed rating in brackets:]

• “Charlotte and Ben’s inspirational vision and 
positive attitude” (412)

• “Concern about sustainability and conservation 
in agriculture” (403)

• “Two young farmers trying their best to
succeed” (399)

• “Towards preserving the future of farming for 
subsequent generations” (397)

• “The importance of organic, local food 
production” (393)
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Least important reasons

• “To be able to visit the farm in future” (327)

• “Out of general interest and a desire to support a 
worthwhile cause” (322) 

• “The work of Arthur Hollins” [Charlotte and Ben’s 
father] (320)

• “To give yourself or someone else an 
involvement in agriculture” (252)

• “To own a piece of English countryside” (210)
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Shareholders……

• Bought shares primarily for themselves (76%), 
for children/grandchildren (11%), or combination 
of these (13%)

• Mostly bought 1-2 shares (82%)
• Were “very satisfied” (68%) or “quite satisfied”

(27%), with belonging to FCLI
• To 83% it mattered “a great deal” that 

purchasing shares showed that “people can 
overcome the greatest challenges, ‘against the 
odds’”
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The bigger picture
(In descending rank order - Summed agreement score in 

brackets)
• How important is the educational function [to 

you] of FCLI in reconnecting people with 
farming?
– “Very”: 65% , “A little”: 31%, “Not”: 4% (378)

• Has FCLI helped to “reconnect [you] with 
farming”? 
– “Yes”: 16%, “A little”: 64% , “No”: 20% (284)

• Do you feel more responsibility to farming as a 
part-owner of a farm?
– Much more than before: 3%, A little more: 38%, No 

change: 59% (200)
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Future intentions?
(In descending rank order - Summed agreement score in 

brackets)

• Become/continue being a “Friend” [� 20 per annum]: 

– Highly likely 64% - Quite 32% - Unlikely 4% (371)

• Visit Fordhall: 
– 63% - 55% - 28% (327) 

• Buy more shares? 
– 14%, 45%, 41% (249)

• Do Volunteer weekend: 
– 20% - 37% - 45% (246)

• Give (another) donation or loan?  
– 3%, 38%, 59%(200)
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What issues do you feel FCLI 
should address in future?

• Wider political action to change UK Govt. policies on 
food production?
– Definitely: 68%, Possibly: 28%, No:5% (373)

• Ditto – policies on farm succession and land ownership? 
– 53% / 41% / 6% (353)

• Wider range of training courses on the farm?
– 37% / 60% / 3% (337)

• More emphasis on interpreting Fordhall farm heritage?
– 40% / 51% / 9% (335)

• Residential facilities on the farm?
– 32% / 61% / 6% (321)
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Summary of findings 1

Respondents were older, ethnically “white”, and 
living in the UK, not far from the farm

Newspaper coverage had been the most important 
medium in their hearing about the appeal.

Most had bought one or two shares, for 
themselves (rather than for children)

It mattered “a great deal” that purchasing shares 
showed that “people can overcome the greatest 
challenges, ‘against the odds’”
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Summary of findings 2

Key reasons for contributing were two-fold:

1.The “Charlotte and Ben factor”
(inspirational vision, two young people, 
passion, fight against eviction) 

2.Concerns about sustainability and the 
future of farming /organic, local food 
production.
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Summary of findings 3

Most were satisfied with their involvement 
and many intended to continue it.

The educational function of Fordhall was 
highly important.

They hoped Fordhall would engage in wider 
political action on food policies.
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Implications

• A community land ownership project has 
involved 9000+ people from 25 countries

• Interviews and surveys showed people 
responded to the positive message of the 
Fordhall team, and food and farming 
conservation

• Educational and political action were 
valued future activities
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However, the involvement of most 
co-owners largely is passive:

• The idea [of Charlotte and Ben] that community 
ownership increases feelings of responsibility for 
the land is not supported

• Respondents are happy to follow the initiative of 
the Fordhall board for the future rather than 
suggest different initiatives

• Involvement will be by subscription rather than, 
for example, visiting the farm or practical 
activities.
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Care - farming?

• 9000 people “cared” enough to buy-in to the 
project

• 9000 people in principle have a “caring 
responsibility” for Fordhall and joint owners.

• More conventionally, Fordhall works with 
disadvantaged young people, those with 
challenging behaviours, and aims to start a 
forest school (care-farm activities) which 9000 
people learn about via the Newsletter.
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Future research?

• Community land ownership is a possible 
model for involving more people with 
farming 

• BUT more needs to be done to understand 
the nature of the desired involvement.


