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Tarnhouse Farm is a shining example of
the RSPB’s vision of moving towards more
sustainable upland management. A large
livestock farm, Tarnhouse delivers a wide
range of public benefits. As well as food
production, the farm contributes to the
conservation of upland soils, to carbon
stewardship, water quality improvements and
to flood risk management. Under a grazing
system which helps restore important upland
habitats, populations of iconic birds such as
black grouse are recovering. Agri-environment
scheme funding has been crucial to the
delivery of this sensitive land management,
which protects natural resources and the 
vital services they provide for society. 
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So why is the RSPB interested 
in upland farming?
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The uplands cover 40% of the UK’s land area.
Much of this 40% has been designated a Less
Favoured Area because of the reduced agricultural
potential created by challenging physical, climatic
and market conditions. Yet these hills, valleys,
moors and mountains include cherished
landscapes beloved by many. They also provide
drinking water, carbon storage, space for access
and recreation, habitats for wildlife, and food and
timber production.

Sheep and beef cattle are central to the upland agricultural
economy, although the commercial viability of livestock
production is often marginal. Historically, changes in farming
practices and an increase in livestock numbers, largely
stemming from inappropriate public subsidies, have led to
negative impacts on the environment. However, some level
of grazing is necessary to maintain many important upland
habitats, and agriculture will continue to play a fundamental
role in the management of these iconic landscapes.

The RSPB recognises the vital role of livestock farming in
the uplands. Grazing livestock are essential to creating the
habitats of many upland birds of conservation concern, such
as golden plovers, curlews, ring ouzels, whinchats,
wheatears and black grouse. In the UK, High Nature Value
(HNV) farming systems – those where the farmed land is

particularly important for a range of wildlife species – are
mainly associated with extensive grazing in the uplands.
HNV farmland is intrinsically associated with agriculture – 
it is the farming practices themselves which create the
environmental value and maintain some of Europe’s most
threatened species and habitats. 

There is increasing recognition of the importance of
sustainable grazing systems that allow natural resources to
be protected and enhanced, while providing farmers with 
a viable income. The RSPB works to secure policies and
support measures to reward land managers for delivering
public benefits. 

� The RSPB believes livestock farming has an important
role to play in the uplands with cherished wildlife and
landscapes depending on low intensity grazing. 

� However, food production is only one of a suite of vital
services that land provides. A sustainable upland farming
system protects and enhances the natural resources on
which present and future generations depend.

� Grazing is the principle tool used for management on
RSPB reserves, over half the area of which is in the
uplands. Around 27,000 head of livestock graze across
25,000 hectares (ha) of our reserves each year.
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About Tarnhouse
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Tarnhouse Farm is one of two large upland livestock farms that make up
the RSPB’s Geltsdale reserve.

Set in the North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB),
Geltsdale is a place of windswept moorland, dramatic fells and big skies. 
The reserve is home to a stunning array of wildlife, and is part of an area with
internationally important numbers of breeding birds such as golden plovers,
curlews and merlins. Other key species include the black grouse, lapwing,
whinchat, cuckoo, grasshopper warbler, otter, red squirrel and green hairstreak,
small pearl-bordered fritillary and dark-green fritillary butterflies. Many parts of
the farm have been designated under European legislation in recognition of
their special features (see Table 1). Lying within the River Tyne catchment and
with around two-thirds of the site based on peat soils, Tarnhouse Farm is also
very important for its contribution to drinking water quality and the storage 
of carbon. 

Tarnhouse Farm extends to 2,041 ha, covering the areas known as
Tarnhouse, Clowsgill, Halton Lea and Whinney Fell. The farm is a mosaic 
of upland heath and blanket bog habitats, with smaller amounts of acid
grassland, hay meadow and woodland. There are also some areas of
improved hay meadow.

Tarnhouse Farm area
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The RSPB has been involved at Geltsdale since 1975,
when we set up a wardening agreement.

The landowners at the time – the Nicholson family – had a
particular interest in nature conservation so agreed to the
site becoming an RSPB reserve. Since then, there has been
some continuous bird monitoring with a permanent staff
member since 1980. 

Type of protection Reason for designation

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) Breeding waders and birds of prey. Species monitoring for golden 
Geltsdale and Glendue Fells SSSI plovers, ring ouzels, curlews, redshanks, meadow pipits and red 

grouse. Predatory species including-short eared owl and merlin. 
Special Protection Area Breeding golden plovers, hen harriers, merlins, peregrines, curlews,
(North Pennines SPA) dunlins (all species at nationally important levels).
Special Area of Conservation Important habitats – bog, marshes, dry grassland steppes, heath.
North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty AONBs are given protection because of the natural beauty of their 

distinctive and nationally important landscapes.

Table 1
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A history of the farm

The RSPB began to acquire land in the area in the 1990s,
and bought Tarnhouse Farm in 2001. The Nicholsons have
been very supportive of the RSPB’s work at Tarnhouse and
as the family has a strong association with art, this theme
has been continued in community engagement at 
Geltsdale reserve.

� On the in-bye, breeding wader numbers have increased in response to an increase in cattle grazing, reduced
sheep numbers and other management such as rush control.
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Key farm facts 

Total area: 2,041 ha

Farm tenant: John Errington

Cattle numbers: 92 sucklers with 25 stores retained 

Sheep numbers: 500 breeding ewes with 100 hoggs wintered

Unenclosed moorland: 1,455 ha

Enclosed rough grazing (intake): 510 ha

Land mown for hay/silage: 45 ha

Other grazing land (quarries): 24 ha

Woodland (not grazed): 7 ha

Arable land: 2.5 ha of wild bird crop

Past land use

Tarnhouse farm was originally a large sheep farm with
around 2,000 to 3,000 breeding ewes and no cattle, while
Clowsgill included some cattle. Historically, the grassland
around the edge of the moor had been subject to
agricultural improvement, through draining and re-seeding,
as it has been in other upland areas. The site had previously
been managed as a grouse moor and the RSPB acquired
sporting rights in 1999. Much of the heath and blanket 
bog vegetation had been degraded following years of
inappropriate burning (habitats like blanket bog decline in
quality when they are burnt frequently) and overgrazing.
High stocking of sheep was a key factor leading to
unfavourable habitat condition at Tarnhouse. Today, the
habitat condition on the farm is improving under a more
sensitive farming system. Sheep numbers have been
reduced, cattle numbers increased and heather is burnt or
cut on a less intensive rotation.
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� Scottish blackface sheep.

Ian R
yding



A working 
upland farm
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Tarnhouse Farm is a working organic farm
located wholly within the Less Favoured
Area, Severely Disadvantaged Area (SDA).
The principle activity is grazing with
meadows managed for haylage. The farm is
in Uplands Organic Entry Level Stewardship
(Upland OELS) and Higher Level
Stewardship (HLS). These agri-environment
schemes are crucial in supporting
environmentally-sensitive land management. 

There are currently 92 breeding suckler cows
(60 blue-greys and 32 Aberdeen Angus, which
are put to an Aberdeen Angus bull) and around
500 breeding ewes (Scottish blackface and
Cheviots, which are put to blackface and Cheviot
rams). The blue-greys are outside all year, while
the Angus are wintered inside at Clowsgill.

The farm is run by John Errington and his
daughter, Beth. A couple of local contractors are
employed for activities such as mowing, topping
and shearing. Extra help is brought in for
lambing and calving in spring. The RSPB helps
with maintaining infrastructure such as walling,
with grant aid from WREN, a not-for-profit
business which awards grants to community
projects across the UK on behalf of the Waste
Recycling Group. 

A new cattle handling facility was installed in
2010, funded by Famous Grouse through sales
of Black Grouse whisky.

Working in partnership with the RSPB, John’s
business decisions complement the delivery of
nature objectives. It is an arrangement that suits
both parties.

“We are combining running a commercial
enterprise with meeting the requirements of
wildlife, which means some compromising,”
John said. “We feel the RSPB staff
acknowledge the contribution our livestock
makes to improving bird numbers, and although
the cattle and sheep may not appreciate that,
the farmers do.”

Ian Ryding, Farmland Warden, said: “John’s
work ethic is to be admired – he devotes a lot of
time to producing a quality product from a low
input system that allows wildlife to flourish.”

� Beth and John Errington Ian R
yding
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The system

All cattle are spring calving (in April or May) and most calves
are sold as stores in the autumn to organic finishers.
Around 25 are kept for grazing the hill the following year.

The sheep are out all year, with around 400 at Tarnhouse in
two hefts and a further heft of around 100 on Halton Lea.
Singles receive almost no supplementary feed, while twins
stay on the in-bye and are given some cake and energy
blocks. Most lambs are sold as stores at around 30-35 kg
and a small number of ewes and lambs are sold in spring.
While a reduction in sheep numbers has been central to
managing the restoration of habitats, as the vegetation
recovers, different grazing regimes may be required. Sheep
grazing has been re-introduced to one area of blanket bog
vegetation which was previously ungrazed while the habitat
condition recovered. Cattle make up the greater proportion
of the livestock units on the farm, at around 60%.

The farming business

The farm is entered into the Farm Business Survey, which
provides information on the financial position and physical
and economic performance of farm businesses in England.
It is classified as a Hill Rearing type (Group 4). The total Farm
Business Income for 2010/11 was £93,290. As with most hill
farms, the agricultural activity is losing money if considered
with Single Farm Payment and agri-environment scheme
income removed. Table 2 (opposite) illustrates this with the
standalone farming operation making a negative contribution
to Farm Business Income (a loss of £9,849). If the costs of
unpaid labour are included, the profitability of the livestock
production is considerably worse. This highlights that, in
most cases, the market is not currently providing sufficient
return to make Less Favoured Area (LFA) livestock
enterprises economically viable without public support. For
example, last year, the contribution of agriculture to Farm
Business Income on the average LFA grazing livestock farm
was -£5,200. In other words, the average LFA livestock 
farm would make more profit if they reduced their 
farming activity.

There are growing concerns that the financial risks
associated with cattle production, particularly for upland
farms1, will continue to lead to a fall in suckler herds leading
to negative environmental impacts, for example because of
difficulties accessing the grazing regimes needed for priority
habitats and species. 

At Geltsdale reserve, agri-environment scheme funding
underpins the restoration of moorland to improve water
quality and carbon storage, and the management of habitats
to benefit a range of biodiversity, including breeding waders
and black grouse. Recent action to re-wet areas of degraded
blanket bog has helped to secure vital carbon stocks (stored
in peat over millennia) and has improved raw water quality
(colour) while reducing turbidity (sediment load). Appendix 1
(p22) gives a detailed breakdown of Higher Level Stewardship
(HLS) income for the reserve by management option.

Ian R
yding

� Agri-environment schemes such as UELS and HLS
can provide crucial economic support for upland
farms, and reward the delivery of services which
benefit society but are not recognised by the
conventional market. 

Ian R
yding
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1 In England, the average LFA suckler herd lost money with a net margin of

-£74 per head excluding non-cash costs, or -£299 per head including 

non-cash costs in 2011 (Eblex Business Pointers, 2011).
2These are results for agricultural activity with Single Payment Scheme,

Agri-environment and diversification out of agriculture payments removed.

With thanks to Charles Scott, Farm Business Survey, for this analysis.

Financial results 2010/2011  £/farm

Output Beef cattle 31,459
Sheep and wool 19,404
Crops and miscellaneous 135
Total output excluding SFP and AES 50,998

Variable costs Total 33,508
Fixed costs Total 27,339
Farm Business Income (FBI) Agriculture contribution to FBI -9,849

Adjustment for unpaid manual labour 19,256
Farm Corporate Income -29,105

Table 2  The farm business survey – financial results by Agriculture Cost Centre2
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� As for many upland livestock enterprises, the standalone
farming business at Tarnhouse is losing money. Without
public support, many upland farms would not survive.



Breeding habitat requirements 

Lapwings
Short grassland (average sward height around 5 cm) with scattered occasional 
taller tussocks. Lapwings take their chicks to feed at damper flushes and the 
edges of temporary or permanent pools.

Curlews
Plenty of cover with average sward height around 10-15 cm – for example, 
meadows and upland rough pastures.

Snipe 
Wet grassland and peat bogs with a mosaic of taller vegetation for nesting, 
interspersed with short vegetation for feeding. 

Redshanks
Mosaic of tall and short vegetation. They benefit from some standing water being
available through the breeding season. 

10 RSPB farms – stepping up for nature

Positive environmental 
impacts at Tarnhouse

Breeding wading birds on in-bye farmland

Breeding wading bird numbers have responded well to 
a number of changes in management on the in-bye.
Particular successes include carefully managing the grazing
regime with fewer sheep and the introduction of cattle
grazing, controlling rushes, re-wetting (drain blocking) and
the creation of wader scrapes.

In 2003, the sward was dense and unsuitable for target
wader species – for example, lapwings need areas of short,
closely grazed sward for nesting. The intricate mix of tall and
short vegetation created by cattle grazing, along with boggy
patches and wet flushes has been beneficial in providing the
varied nesting and feeding habitats needed by different
waders, and has increased invertebrate-rich feeding areas.

Ian R
yding

� Increased cattle grazing has been instrumental to the
success of improving numbers of breeding black grouse
and some of the wader species at Tarnhouse.
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Botanical diversity

Recently, a National Vegetation Classification
survey on the in-bye at Tarnhouse confirmed
that habitats have also become more
botanically diverse in response to 
the reduction in sheep numbers and the
introduction of cattle grazing. Direct
comparisons with a previous survey in 1994
are not possible due to differences in survey
areas. However, the survey clearly shows

� Surveys have revealed a
rich diversity of plant
communities, including over
20 types of grassland at
Geltsdale. In total, there are
over 50 plant communities,
including different types of
heath, blanket bog, pool,
flush and fern.
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that areas of wet heath that were heavily
sheep grazed and had become dominated
by purple moor grass, are showing signs 
of slow recovery under the new grazing
regime. Dwarf shrubs such as heather and
cross–leaved heath, and important bog
bryophytes such as sphagnum species, 
are starting to return to the sward. 
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Black grouse

Black grouse have increased from no birds in 2003 to 25 in
2010. This contrasts with black grouse3 populations in the
North Pennines generally, which have fallen by 45%
between 2002 and 20104. The changes in grazing regime and
woodland planting have been instrumental in this success,
with the black grouse population appearing to respond to an
increase in cattle numbers and corresponding decrease in
sheep numbers. Black grouse prefer a varied vegetation
structure and seem to benefit from having a mosaic of
habitats on a landscape scale, including areas that are
periodically ungrazed. 

Black grouse and cattle numbers at Tarnhouse
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3 Counting the number of lekking male black grouse is the usual way of monitoring populations. Leks are communal displaying areas and the

maximum number of males attending the lek is recorded.
4 894 males in 2002 declining to 495 males by 2010. Data from the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT).

� Black grouse numbers have increased dramatically in response to a change in grazing regime and a more 
diverse landscape.
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Bird responses on moorland

Golden plovers have also been monitored as
they are known to like short vegetation, and
their numbers did fall in response to an
experimental reduction in grazing. This
species has responded well to heather
cutting, which is carried out annually in a
long-term rotation on the unenclosed land.

Curlew numbers have been, in general,
declining on the unenclosed land, as has
occurred in many regions of the UK. It is
believed that both this species and black
grouse would benefit from further increases
in cattle grazing on the unenclosed parts of
the site. 

      

 

 

        

 
 

Golden plover numbers 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

Tarn House and Haltonlea golden 
plover pairs (max count over three visits)

      

      

 

 

 

 

� Extensive cattle grazing
provides a number of
benefits, but upland
suckler systems are often
unprofitable.

The benefits of cattle grazing

Cattle grazing has a number of potential benefits for wildlife and habitat management. Cattle
are less selective grazers than sheep and create a more varied vegetation structure due to
their feeding method and dunging behaviour. Their dung also supports an especially diverse
invertebrate fauna. Research has shown there is a greater abundance of key insects, such as
sawfly larvae, in fields grazed by cattle than in those grazed by sheep alone. The availability of
sawfly larvae is linked to better breeding success for black grouse. Cattle are also more able
to break up bracken and woody material, and control competitive grasses such as mat grass
and purple moor grass on moorland. They also create trampling and disturbance which, if
managed correctly, can be beneficial. However, managing grazing carefully is crucial to
avoiding damage to sensitive habitats such as blanket bog. Cattle and sheep grazing can 
be mutually beneficial, with one helping to improve grazing for the other.

In the uplands, cattle numbers have been declining over a number of years. A number of
studies have reported that shifts away from cattle towards sheep are either happening or
likely. This is usually due to the greater financial risk, higher labour and infrastructure
requirements and fewer business options attached to cattle. Few cattle producers are
making a profit on their animals and there is concern that hill herds are particularly
vulnerable. Given the associated benefits of cattle grazing, a reduction in cattle may lead
to a loss of some priority birds and other biodiversity.
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Looking forward – the key 
agricultural challenges
The unenclosed hill land would benefit from increased
levels of cattle grazing in summer to impact on the
extensive areas of purple moor grass and bracken. 

There are currently 25 cattle, but it is estimated the Tarnhouse
and Halton Lea moorland could accommodate 80 cattle during
the summer and that the increased level of grazing would
benefit species including the curlew. However, there are
barriers to increasing the cattle numbers that would need to
be overcome. There is insufficient housing for current cattle
numbers, requiring the blue-greys to be out-wintered at static
feeders in non-designated fields. Another major constraint on
the farm is the limited amount of forage being produced – this
means our tenant must buy in around 15% of the forage. This
is a particular problem associated with upland farms, where
the area of enclosed meadow is insufficient to produce
enough hay or haylage to support cattle housed inside 
over winter. 

One way of increasing the amount of winter forage would
be to improve fields outside of the agri-environment
meadow options that are of less biodiversity interest. This
could include sowing with clover, cutting earlier and applying
higher organic manure inputs. Alternatively, additional
meadow could be rented or purchased outside the reserve. 

There are a number of ways we could increase the cattle
grazing on the hill:

� Keeping back stores rather than selling in autumn would
be the simplest option as it would not require major
changes to the current farming system. More housing
would be needed or stores would have to be 
out-wintered, which could create soil management
problems. Also, more winter feed would be needed.

� Moving wholly or partly to autumn calving would allow
more cattle on the hill in summer. With dry cows and
weaned calves having lower nutritional requirements
than cows with calves at foot, the cows could potentially
be grazed on the hill, while weaned calves remained on
the in-bye. However, this would require more and better
winter feed and livestock housing.

� Buying store cattle in summer would also be a
possibility, but there are a number of issues to be
considered including disease risks, animals being naïve
of the hill environment and the extra costs involved with
haulage when prices are highest.

� Managing dense rushes improves the value of grassland for birds and livestock.
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Carbon impacts at Tarnhouse
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� At Tarnhouse, our work to protect and restore semi-natural habitats makes a significant contribution to climate
change mitigation, both through reducing overall emissions of greenhouse gases and improving storage of carbon in
soils and vegetation.

Land management

Carbon stewardship is a central theme at Tarnhouse. 
Semi-natural habitats are generally richer in embedded
carbon than intensively managed farmland, and the
protection and restoration of peatland soils is particularly
urgent, as damage through drainage and loss of vegetation
cover leaves stores of carbon vulnerable. At Tarnhouse,
sensitive land management to protect, restore and create
semi-natural habitats is preserving existing carbon stores
that have formed over millennia, as well as increasing the
carbon content of restored and new habitats such as
moorland and woodland. Re-vegetating and 
re-wetting peat soils achieves mitigation benefits by
preventing carbon loss. Restoration projects are also
creating the conditions for active peat formation, as we have
seen through the increased area of sphagnum – the
presence of this moss is an indicator of carbon storage
through active peat formation. Protection of semi-natural
habitats can make major contributions to climate change
mitigation – it is estimated that by 2013, one environmental
stewardship option HL10, Restoration of Moorland (see
Appendix 1), could be saving 3.3 megatonnes of carbon
dioxide a year – the equivalent of 12% of English
agricultural emissions.
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Emissions from livestock

There is considerable focus on reducing greenhouse gas
emissions from ruminant livestock. For example, in England, the
Beef and Sheep Roadmap project5 proposes that maximising
farm efficiency is the key to reducing emissions and that
extensive production is less carbon efficient than intensive
systems. The RSPB believes it is imperative that a holistic
approach is taken to climate change mitigation. In particular,
measures taken to reduce one type of emission should not
increase other emissions or impact harmfully on other
environmental aspects such as biodiversity or diffuse pollution.
For example, feeding more concentrates to reduce methane
emissions from ruminants is often proposed as a mitigation
measure, but this may have indirect greenhouse gas impacts
due to land use change. We are concerned that extensive,
upland livestock production is often unfairly characterised as
inefficient, when in fact such systems may be delivering a suite
of environmental benefits for society and are often based in
areas not suited to other types of food production.

In order to better understand the carbon footprint of the
livestock system at Tarnhouse, we have undertaken an analysis
using the ECO2 tool on which the Beef and Sheep Roadmap is
based. We have also analysed the system using a number of
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The Soil Association’s Low Carbon Farming
Project is working to support both organic and
conventional farmers in understanding and
calculating their farm’s carbon footprint and in taking
measures to reduce on-farm greenhouse gas
emissions. Support is offered through a range of
technical information sheets; a series of on-farm
training events being held across the country and the
provision of an online carbon assessment toolkit
which allows farmers to assess the impact that their
farm activities and practices have on emissions, and
highlights measures that could be introduced or
changed to reduce emissions coming from the farm6.

5 Change in the Air, 2009 and Testing the Water, 2010, The English Beef

and Sheep Production Roadmap Phase 1 and 2. Eblex (English Beef and

Lamb Executive)

6 For more information visit www.soilassociation.org/lowcarbon or

contact Poppy Johnson at pjohnson@soilassociation.org

� Extensive upland livestock production can deliver a
range of environmental benefits and should not be
unfairly labelled as inefficient.

other popular carbon assessment tools, in conjunction with the
Soil Association’s Low Carbon Farming Project. The results,
shown in the figures on the left, clearly show that the carbon
footprint per unit of liveweight produced varies significantly
depending on the calculator used (see Appendix 2, p23, for
detailed analysis). This is because some footprinting tools include
varying aspects of land use change in their calculations.
However, none of the calculators capture the important benefits
of restoring peatland at Tarnhouse as organic soils are treated as
emitting the same amount, irrespective of the land managment.

The ECO2 calculator gives the highest emissions and particularly
disadvantages farming systems in which carbon is sequestered
through the change of land use – even though such changes can
be hugely significant. This illustrates the danger of basing
approaches to climate change mitigation on one carbon
calculator which only captures part of the story, particularly
where comparisons between different types of system, such as
intensive/extensive, are being drawn. It is essential that
Government policies are based on reducing net emissions from
agriculture and land use in a sustainable way, and do not take a
‘siloed’ approach to reducing methane or nitrous oxide from beef
and sheep production in a way that undermines the multiple
environmental benefits provided by extensive grazing systems.

� Various carbon footprinting tools give very different results
for the same system. The RSPB believes that approaches to
climate change mitigation should be based on reducing
overall emissions in a sustainable way. 

� Approaches to reducing emissions that ignore wider land
use issues will lead to perverse outcomes.
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Extensive grazing systems 
and the consumer
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7 There is a higher rate of agri-environment payment for organic farms, but

much of the farm is excluded from these additional payments (an extra

£30 per ha per year) as these are only received on fields under 15 ha. 

Consumers have an important role to play in supporting
environmentally-valuable extensive grazing. However,
there are a number of barriers to consumers exercising
their purchasing power to benefit such farming systems. 

At Tarnhouse, as is fairly typical in the uplands, stock are
mostly sold as stores for further fattening elsewhere. 
As many upland farms do not finish the animals, the link
between the customer and the farming system becomes
less direct. 

There are few labels or standards to signify the systems
from which beef or lamb has originated – for example, to
identify meat from animals reared in extensive systems. 
As an organic system, Tarnhouse Farm must adhere to
standards designed to reduce environmental impact (such
as not using inorganic fertiliser and severe restrictions on
pesticides) but despite higher production costs, John is not
currently receiving a price premium for his livestock being
reared to organic standards7. 

The RSPB believes retailers, and others in the supply chain,
should provide more support for livestock systems based on
extensive grazing by promoting the benefits of such
products to their customers. The dependence of most
upland livestock farms on public subsidies highlights that, 
for many beef and sheep farmers, the market does not
currently provide an adequate return for their products.
Rather than exerting more pressure on prices, retailers
should prioritise sourcing from more sustainable systems
and paying a fair price for these products. The RSPB would
like to see consumers become reconnected with the food
they buy and support the development of local initiatives
that promote environmentally sustainable farming systems.
We believe that many upland farming regions could provide
an exemplar for high quality food production, differentiated
on the basis of environmental sustainability and intrinsically
linked to the special places in which it is rooted.

� The RSPB believes that retailers should promote the benefits of produce reared in extensive grazing systems.
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Management of Geltsdale reserve
The reserve is managed with the aim of restoring the upland
ecosystem. This includes peatland restoration, natural
woodland regeneration through fencing, and wetland creation
for the benefit of wildlife and people. Much of the work is
funded by a Higher Level Stewardship agreement. In addition
to supporting viable populations of existing upland species,
management of the Geltsdale reserve aims to provide future
opportunities for new species and allow for the movement of
species in response to climate change. Management for
breeding wading birds and black grouse includes targeted
control of crows during April and fox control all year round. 

Woodland planting

Woodland planting has been carried out on 230 ha of the
north-facing slope to the west of Tarnhouse with the aid of
grant-funding from the Forestry Commission. The planting is
a mix of deciduous species, dominated by birch, grading into
oak and ash with patches of scrub species such as hawthorn
and hazel. Once the trees are established, cattle grazing at a
low density will be introduced, recreating woodland pasture,
particularly to benefit black grouse.
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� Geltsdale reserve team, 2012.
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� The conservation and restoration of habitats at
Geltsdale contributes to the delivery of wider public
benefits, including conservation of upland soils, carbon
stewardship, water quality improvements and flood risk
management.

� Volunteers participate in monitoring male black
grouse and breeding wading bird surveys, as well as
helping with other tasks on the reserve. In total, they
give us around 470 days every year.

D
ave O

’H
ara

� The Explore Moor project invites young people from
all backgrounds  – particularly those who don’t have
opportunities to access the wild outdoors – to benefit
from an interactive programme of outreach activities.

Julie G
ascoigne

Ecosystems services

Management of the Geltsdale reserve – underpinned through
agri-environment support – aims to optimise the delivery of a
range of public benefits. As elsewhere in the North Pennines,
Geltsdale reserve comprises extensive areas of carbon-rich
deep peat soils that have formed over thousands of years.
Blanket bog vegetation and the underlying stored carbon is
vulnerable to the impact of drainage, repeated burning
(particularly hot fires) and grazing that damages the sensitive
vegetation, resulting in areas of bare peat. Working with the
North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB)
Peatscapes Project, Natural England, and with John, we have
reduced livestock numbers on the bog, stopped burning and
blocked drains. In time, the blanket bog vegetation will
undergo ecological and hydrological recovery with benefits for
biodiversity, water flows and water quality. Already, under
RSPB management, the heath and blanket bog habitats on the
reserve have improved from an unfavourable condition to
unfavourable recovering. 

Research

Breeding birds have been continuously monitored since 1999
on the moor and since 2003 on the enclosed land. A research
project, interrupted by Foot and Mouth Disease, examined the
impacts  of grazing on vegetation and birds. This work became
the basis for the continuing moorland surveys on the reserve.
Future research includes investigating the impacts of pulse
grazing (short periods of increased grazing pressure) and
monitoring soil carbon levels. Recent research has examined
the impact of ticks on red grouse, the use of turnips as a
fodder crop to benefit earthworm numbers for lapwings, and
the impact of drain blocking on water quality and flows. 

Visitors

Geltsdale acts as a gateway to the North Pennines AONB.
The reserve remains a wild, remote and spectacular place
where visitors can explore and be inspired by the beauty of
the landscape and the wildlife that thrives there. Access is
encouraged and managed by the provision of low-key
interpretation, a network of waymarked trails and 
parking facilities.

The reserve has increased visitor numbers over the last few
years to around 6,000 a year, and there has been an
information centre since 2007. The RSPB’s Explore Moor is a
community outreach project based at Geltsdale, funded by
Natural England’s Access to Nature grant scheme, through
the Big Lottery Fund’s Changing Spaces programme. It
encourages young people to experience, understand, enjoy,
and gain confidence in the fantastic upland landscape of the
North Pennines. Residential volunteers and a regular work
party contribute to the upkeep of the reserve, undertaking
tasks such as maintenance of farm infrastructure. 

� Changes in management practice at Tarnhouse have
improved water quality, protected fragile upland soils and
carbon stores and restored habitats and wildlife.
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Farming across the RSPB

Agriculture is crucially important to the RSPB: three-quarters of land in the
UK is farmed and a high proportion of declining birds are dependent on
farmland. The RSPB works with over 4,000 farmers across the UK annually,
to develop and promote wildlife-friendly farm management. We also
engage with governments to develop policies that support more
sustainable farming systems.

Further information about our work in farming can be found at
www.rspb.org.uk/farming

Farming is also an integral element across much of our own estate, with grazing
livestock being an important management tool on which many priority species
and habitats depend. Here are some examples of commercial farming
enterprises on our own estate:

Ouse Washes, Cambridgeshire

The Ouse Washes is the largest example of lowland wet grassland in the UK, of
which the RSPB manages 1,200 ha. We work closely with 33 local farmers who
provide upwards of 2,500 head of beef cattle to graze the Washes during the
summer months. Whilst grazing on the Washes, the cattle are managed by a
dedicated stock team. Many of these farmers are members of Riverside Beef,
which specialises in producing fine quality beef from cattle which graze wildlife-
rich grasslands in the east of England, including Ouse Washes. The scheme is
currently delivering 30 animals a month to butchers in the Eastern region. See
www.riversidebeef.co.uk

Ty-llwyd Farm, Vyrnwy, Powys

Ty-llwyd is an organic farm situated at the southern end of the Berwyn Mountains,
covering 4,654 ha. The farm is predominantly upland heather, with grass fields on
the lower slopes around the reservoir. It is managed in-hand, with a flock of 3,150
Welsh mountain ewes and 100 wethers run as six separate hefted flocks. There are
also 35 Welsh black cattle. Ewes and cattle are predominantly bred pure to produce
replacements, but some of the ewes are crossed with Charollais, Cheviot and Texel
rams to produce fat lambs. The fat lambs and cattle are sold as organic meat.
Some meat from the farm is sold though the on-site shop, and through home
delivery to customers within a 30-mile radius.

Eastern Moors

The National Trust/RSPB Eastern Moors Partnership manages 2,700 hectares of
moorland habitats on behalf of the Peak District National Park Authority. The area
receives over 250,000 visits annually and has a rich cultural heritage. A long-term
vision has been developed through comprehensive stakeholder engagement,
which identified the need to switch from sheep to year round cattle grazing, to
remedy the dominance of purple moor grass and allow regeneration of heather
and other dwarf shrubs. Herds will be built up to over 350 animals as two farming
tenants manage the land to deliver a range of public goods – wildlife, access,
landscape and carbon stewardship.

� Cattle herding at Ouse Washes,
Cambridgeshire.

� Organic meat from Ty-llwyd Farm,
Vyrnwy, Powys.
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Aoradh, Islay, Argyll

At Aoradh, on the Isle of Islay, the farming operation is managed in-hand due
to the complexity of the site and the conservation management required. 
On 700 ha of grazing and 20 ha of spring arable, we run a suckler herd of
200 beef cows and a flock of 200 Cheviot ewes. The farm is run on a
commercial basis, providing a demonstration site relevant to other farmers
both on and off the island. We produce Charollais, Limousin and Aberdeen
Angus cattle from a closed herd that produces its own replacement cows.
This means that only bulls are bought into the herd, helping to minimise the
health risks from bought-in livestock. Calves from the herd regularly sell in
the top 10% of price per kilo and we have taken a range of prizes over the
years, including a recent best in show at the Scottish Winter Fair. Sheep are
bred as pure Cheviot and, with a lambing percentage of over 160, also
perform at the top end of type. 

Hope Farm, Cambridgeshire

In 1999, the RSPB bought Hope Farm, a 181 ha conventional arable farm,
with the aim of developing and trialling farming techniques that benefit
wildlife at the same time as producing food cost-effectively. We have
increased wheat yields by around one tonne per hectare since 2000 and
have maintained profitability. Oilseed rape and field bean yields also
compare favourably with similar sized farms in eastern England. At the 
same time, numbers of threatened farmland birds such as skylarks,
yellowhammers and linnets have increased dramatically. Hope Farm has
trialled new ways of boosting bird populations on commercial farmland, such
as skylark plots. We are now considering wider sustainability issues, looking
at ways to further reduce our carbon footprint and diffuse pollution. 

Manor Farm, Wiltshire

Manor farm covers 296 ha in the heart of Wiltshire and is being restored to
chalk grassland. The site will be an important link between Salisbury Plain
and Porton Down, creating the largest network of chalk grassland in 
north-west Europe, as well as providing ideal long-term breeding sites for
the stone curlew, one of the UK’s rarest birds. To manage these grasslands,
ewe lambs are bought in each autumn and sold the following year as
shearlings. A breeding flock of Romney Marsh ewes is being established
and cattle are brought in under lease for late summer grazing. Some arable
production has been maintained, which will benefit the diverse farmland bird
population on the farm. The arable rotation comprises winter wheat, stubble
turnips, spring barley and oilseed rape. 

Haweswater

This is a new venture between the RSPB and United Utilities. In April 2012,
the RSPB became the tenant of approximately 500 ha of land at Naddle Farm
– an upland sheep farm and SSSI woodland on United Utilities’ Haweswater
Estate in the Lake District. The RSPB plans to take a second farm tenancy on
the estate in November 2012. These farms include extensive common grazing
rights on three large adjoining commons. Haweswater is the most important
source of drinking water in north-west England, serving 2 million customers.
The RSPB will continue to farm the land, working in partnership with United
Utilities under a jointly agreed management plan to combine food production
with habitat restoration to benefit a range of upland wildlife and drive
improvements to water quality.

� Sheep herding at Aoradh, on Islay, Argyll.

� Arable crops at Hope Farm, Cambridgeshire.

� Crop growing at Manor Farm, Wiltshire.

� Working in partnership at Haweswater.
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Appendix 1

Table 3 – breakdown of HLS income by management option

Option Amount
HC7 Maintenance of woodland                         £215
HC8 Restoration of woodland                          £367
HC11 Woodland livestock exclusion supplement             £585
HC15 Maintenance of scrub                            £190
HC17 Creation of scrub                               £218
HL7 Maintenance of rough grazing for birds                £8,541
HL9 Maintenance of moorland                          £6,183
HL10 Restoration of moorland                          £38,517
HR1 Supplement for cattle grazing                       £11,698
OHG2NR Wild bird seed mix (organic)                    £550
OHL2 Permanent grassland with very low inputs in SDAs      £210
OHL4 Management of rush pastures in SDAs               £1,054

Glossary of terms 
Extensive farming – characterised by a low use of inputs relative to land area and lower stocking
rates in the case of livestock production.
Heft – a hefted flock will know and keep to a local area (usually of hill or moorland) – the heft –
without fencing.
In-bye – the enclosed fields close to the farmstead.
Intensive farming – characterised by a high use of inputs relative to land area and higher stocking
rates in the case of livestock production.
SDA – Severely Disadvantaged Area, from the perspective of agricultural production potential.
Special Area of Conservation – SACs are areas which are given special protection under the
European Habitats Directive due to their importance for wildlife.
Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) – SSSIs are the country’s best wildlife and geological sites. 
Special Protection Area – SPAs are sites protected by European law as they have been identified as
being of international importance for the breeding, feeding, wintering or migration of rare and
vulnerable bird species within European Union countries.
Stores – animals bred for meat production and sold for fattening elsewhere, rather than being
finished on the farm.
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Tarnhouse Farm 
Footprinting results

The footprinting exercise
was carried out for the beef
and sheep enterprises using
the CALM calculator,
CPLAN v.0, CPLAN v.2, and
the Climate Friendly Food
Carbon Calculator. The
results from these four tools
were then compared to the
results from the ECO2
carbon calculator.

Calculations were carried
out for each enterprise to
obtain a footprint per kilo
(liveweight) sold from the
farm for both lamb and beef.
For woodland, land use
change and lime, the
division of farm activities
between the two
enterprises was assumed 
to be 50:50 between beef
and sheep.

Distribution and materials
were excluded from the CFF
calculation as they are not
included by the other
calculators. They are indirect
(Scope 3) emissions and not
the direct responsibility of
the farm. The section titled
‘other’ included lime use –
for the ECO2 results this
also included bedding 
and feed.

Sheep

CPLAN v.0 CPLAN v.2 CALM CFF ECO2

Energy/fuel 5.14 5.18 5.91 5.23 2.36
Livestock 269.63 371.71 132.07 238.23 235.29
Fertiliser 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Crops residues 0.00 1.20 1.24 0.00 0.00
Forestry/woodland -2.53 -45.43 -51.07 -43.52 0.00
Land use change -80.74 -221.84 -39.42 0.00 0.00
Other 0.00 20.46 16.72 23.96 15.06
Farm balance 191.50 131.29 65.44 223.90 252.71

(tonnes CO2 eq)

Footprint per kg LW sold 12.98 8.90 4.44 15.18 17.13

(kg CO2 eq)

Beef

CPLAN v.0 CPLAN v.2 CALM CFF ECO2

Energy/fuel 15.52 15.71 17.17 15.43 19.01
Livestock 358.68 374.58 156.03 311.38 373.45
Fertiliser 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Crops residues 0.00 1.20 1.24 0.00 0.00
Forestry/woodland -2.53 -45.43 -51.07 -43.52 0.00
Land use change -80.74 -221.84 -39.42 0.00 0.00
Other 0.00 20.46 16.72 23.96 59.21
Farm balance 290.93 144.69 100.66 307.24 451.67

(tonnes CO2 eq)

Footprint per kg LW sold 10.71 5.33 3.71 11.31 16.63

(kg CO2 eq)

The inclusion of land use change affects the results considerably on this farm. The CFF calculator doesn’t

include land use change – this is reflected in the CFF results being second highest. Sequestration in woodland

and other natural farm infrastructure also has a positive effect on the results.
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Front cover: cattle by Ian Ryding, green hairstreak by Guy Rogers (rspb-images.com), black grouse by Andy Hay (rspb-images.com), black
faced sheep by Niall Benvie (rspb-images.com).

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654  
222-1929-11-12

To learn about the vital work the RSPB does in partnership with farmers, visit
www.rspb.org.uk/farming

For more information about Tarnhouse or the Geltsdale reserve, contact
geltsdale@rspb.org.uk or abi.burns@rspb.org.uk


