
NATURE OF FARMING AWARD NATIONAL JUDGING FORM 

 

REGION/COUNTRY SOUTH EAST ENGLAND FARMER  GEORGE ATKINSON 

FARM  LOWER FARM, HAMPSHIRE 

FARMING SYSTEM MIXED FARM SIZE (ha) 490HA 

 

What key conservation measures have been undertaken on the farm and what evidence is there of benefit for 

wildlife? 

 

 Birds 

Through HLS, ELS and voluntary management, George has created a range of habitats within his arable system 

that provide the ‘Big 3’ for farmland birds.  Measures including beetle banks, grass margins, unharvested cereal 

headlands, skylark plots and wild bird seed mixtures provide for lapwing, corn bunting, grey partridge, 

yellowhammer and skylark.  

 

Barn owl boxes have been erected at Lower Farm as part of a recovery project run by the South Downs National 

Park Authority.  The provision of boxes, along with the hunting habitat provided through grass margins, 

extensively managed pasture and fenced off areas has resulted in 2 breeding pairs in recent years.  Kestrels are 

also known to breed on the farm. 

 

Areas of scrub are retained on the steep scarp slopes, and stubbles remain within the mixed cropping system.  

This provides good habitat for a range of winter visitors including redwing, field fare and occasionally hen 

harrier.  The same mixed habitats also provide a welcome resting spot for long distance migrants, with wheatear 

and ring ouzels regularly recorded. 

 

 Butterflies 

Butterflies are an important feature at Lower Farm, and one of George’s key interests.  30 different species have 

been recorded in the areas of unimproved chalk grassland, including silver spotted skipper, dark green fritillary 

and dingy skipper.  In 2012, Lower Farm was selected as a re-introduction site for the Duke of Burgundy 

butterfly as part of the South Downs NIA project.  Areas of dense scrub have been partially cleared this winter, 

and with good populations of cowslip and primrose, the Dukes favoured nectar source, everything is set for the 

species to thrive. 

 
 Plants 

Lying within the South Downs National Park, Lower Farm contains significant areas of species rich chalk 

grassland.  Managed with extensive grazing and no inputs, a range of 34 indicator species thrive including 

Squinancywort and Autumn Ladies Tresses. A total of 146 species were recorded on the site in 2001.  The River 

Meon rises near to the farm and flows through an area of wet pasture.  A similarly sensitive management 

approach is adopted, which has resulted in 87 species of plants in the wetland fields including a variety of 

sedges, rushes and fescues.  

 
 Other wildlife 

Areas of mixed arable cropping and extensive grassland provide an ideal habitat for brown hare, which are 

abundant across the farm.  Fencing has been erected along the banks of the Meon to restrict livestock access and 

allow bank side vegetation to develop.  This, along with mink trapping, is aimed at increasing the population of 

water voles in the area.  This management also has benefits to the population of wild brown trout in the river.  

 

The hedgerows across the farm are maintained to provide continuous wildlife corridors.  These are extensively 

used by the local bat population.  The farm also contains areas of ancient, semi-natural woodland, including the 

most westerly native lime tree in the UK which is being managed on a coppice rotation.  By allowing more light 

into the woodlands, many fungi and plants have benefitted. 

 



 

Is the farm a well-run commercial operation and on what basis has this been assessed?  

 

Lower Farm is a well run, commercial operation that manages to balance production and conservation delivery.  

Lying within the chalk soils of the South Downs, George is able to run a mixture of enterprises that not only 

spread risk, but also provide good habitat diversity. 

 

A mixed farming approach, including spring and autumn cropping, extensive grazing and more productive 

grasslands creates a patchwork quilt affect across the landscape.  This in itself provides a variety of 

opportunities for the local wildlife.  In addition to this, George has chosen a wide range of agri-environment 

options that complement his farming system, the wildlife on the holding and his personal interests and future 

aspirations.  This also adds to farm income and provides a helpful annual payment.  Areas of grassland are 

grazed by rare breed sheep and cattle, which not only fulfil a fantastic management role, but also provide a 

premium through meat sales. 

How has the farmer demonstrated they understand how the conservation action benefits the wildlife on the 

farm and shown enthusiasm for the conservation work undertaken?  

 

George is a farmer and a conservationist, and has good knowledge of a wide range of taxa, which he has used to 

implement the right measures in the right place.  Arable options have been used to provide the ‘Big 3’ for key 

species including corn bunting and lapwing.  Chalk grassland and woodland management is undertaken to 

provide suitable habitat for butterflies, and management along the River Meon is directed towards water vole 

and native brown trout. 

 

To assist in the targeting and delivery of the wildlife management on the farm, George has a wide range of 

survey data to support delivery.  Volunteer & Farmer Alliance surveys, as well as his own observations, have 

been used to inform arable option choice and location.  Recently, Butterfly Conservation surveyed the farm to 

help inform the Duke of Burgundy conservation work being delivered through the South Downs Way Ahead 

NIA. 

 

George has worked with a variety of organisations through his conservation including the South Downs 

National Park Authority, Natural England, Butterfly Conservation, Catchment Sensitive Farming (for which he 

sits on the committee), FWAG and the RSPB.  All of these organisations have inputted advice, which George has 

used along with his own knowledge to deliver effective conservation across the farm. 

 

How has the farmer been successful in maintaining, restoring and creating habitats on the farm?  

 

As well as providing the correct mix of options for the species present at Lower Farm, George is also very keen 

to create and manage them so that they deliver the best benefits.  Much of this has been learnt through trial and 

error as well as advice from specialists.  George has held various farmer events to look at the work he is 

undertaking, and to discuss the pros and cons of management.  This has two benefits, meaning that he can share 

his experiences with other farmers, and also hear ways in which they have overcome problems themselves. 

 

Being situated on the South Downs Way, and containing areas of open access land, Lower Farm is well used by 

walkers.  This has caused problems with people wandering off rights of way, or letting their dogs roam within a 

wide area off the path.  This is particularly problematic where access is adjacent or within areas being managed 

for wildlife.  Rather than taking the ‘angry farmer’ approach, George is keen to engage and educate these people, 

which has shown positive results in recent years. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What future improvements does the farmer plan to make to further enhance the wildlife value of the farm?  

 

Now in the 5th year of HLS, George is keen to make the most of his agreement.  To do this he would like to 

improve the wild seed mixture strips on the farm, making sure that they are sown with the correct varieties for 

the birds found on the farm.  He would also like to increase nest box provision to ensure a number and variety of 

safe nesting areas.   

 

The river is also an important area at Lower Farm, and George would like to continue his work for water voles 

and potentially otters.  This will include allowing bank side vegetation to develop, trapping mink and creating 

ponds in the wetter areas of the farm.  This work will also have knock on benefits for the wild brown trout in the 

river. 

 

Through the NIA, works will continue to encourage Duke of Burgundy butterflies, which George sees as a 

milestone for the farm.  This work will have other far reaching benefits including the restoration of further areas 

of chalk grassland and suitable nesting habitat provision for turtle dove. 

 

To demonstrate all of this work, George is looking to increase the number of farm and wildlife tours he 

conducts, particularly for school children. 

  

Has the farmer demonstrated a willingness, and/or ability to successfully promote the conservation messages 

of their activities to others?  

 

Lower Farm lies within the recently designated South Downs National Park, and sits along the South Downs 

Way.  This is widely used by walkers, cyclists and horse riders, all of whom will be able to see and appreciate the 

work that George is doing firsthand. 

 

George is very passionate and knowledgeable about the wildlife on his farm, and enjoys the opportunity to share 

this with others.  He has good links with the neighboring Sustainability Centre and works with them to educate 

groups about food production, history of the countryside and how this links in with the conservation and 

resource management of soil and water.  Around 25 tours per year are undertaken with the centre, using a 

purpose designed trailer so that groups of all abilities are able to experience the farm first hand. 

 

As well as these groups, George also hosts groups of farmers to show the work that he is doing.  Alongside the 

South Downs National Park Authority, Natural England, Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust and RSPB, he 

can explain the work he is doing and more importantly how it can be delivered within a commercial farming 

system.  

 

Summary 

 

Lower Farm is a commercially run mixed farming enterprise that sees conservation at its core.  A diversity of 

farming systems allow a selection of well considered conservation projects to provide for key species across the 

farm.  George is knowledgeable and enthusiastic about the work that he is undertaking, and demonstrates this to 

a wide range of audiences through farm walks and talks.  He is an active, well respected member of the local 

farming community and is a great example of how conservation and food production can sit side by side.  

 


