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Velcourt Background  

• National Farming Company  - 1967 

• 56,000 ha, 120 individual farming businesses 

• 48,000 ha of advice Agronomy  

• Managers, Investors, Advisors, Contractors  

• Wholly-owned by current/past management  

• Senior Management team – 8 

• 54 Farm managers, 10 agronomists and dairy consultants 

• Management training scheme 

• Own R&D department 

• Arable, Dairy, Fresh Produce, livestock & fruit 

• Wide variety of contractual arrangements 

• Velcourt remuneration is profit based 

• Group turnover £29 million 

• Group assets of £17.95 million  

 

 



Land Use 

• Food 

• Energy 

• Environment 

• Public enjoyment 

• Public services 



World Wheat & Corn Production 



Major Oilseed Production, Consumption and Closing Stock 



EU consumption of cereals for biofuel 



Area of Land Worldwide in production 



Food 

• Animal, plant based or synthetic 

 



Home grown v imported 



Environment & Energy 

• Environment 

 
 

 

 

 

• Energy 

 



Green house gas emissions 

• Fertiliser 

• Trees 

 
 

• Livestock 

 

 

 



Climate Change 

• Flooding 

 
• Drought 



Water 

• Flooding 

• Irrigation 

 

 
 

• Domestic / Industrial use 

 



Soils 

• Erosion 

• Fertility and well being 



Labour 



Profitability 

 

 



 

 

The future for UK  

Crop production  
 



Drivers of change 

• Social political and economic drivers rather than technological 
drivers per se. 

 

• Consider current issues: 

– UK ammonium nitrate production halted by soaring gas prices.   

– China restricting phosphate fertiliser supply. 

– Reliance upon Russian fossil fuel and phosphate.   



Social and political drivers 

• High likelihood of further legislation to reduce agricultural 
externalities: 

– Ammonia emissions 

– Diffuse nitrate pollution 

– Diffuse phosphate pollution 

– Diffuse pesticide pollution 

• Within a relatively short timeframe we will be farming with fewer 
inputs than today. 

 

• It is rapidly becoming possible and realistic to measure UK 
agricultures contribution to biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

 



Regenerative agriculture 

• A hackneyed phrase, sufficiently ambiguous to allow any 
practitioner to define themselves as ‘regenerative’.  Possibly.   

 

• No-less there is a growing concern amongst land-owners and 
managers about the environmental impact of our farming activities.  

 

• Building soil organic matter is a key tenement of ‘regenerative 
agriculture’, Velcourt believes that this is key to improving crop 
performance, irrespective of sequestration benefits. 



Carbon 
• The carbon footprint implications of our management decisions will 

become central within our thinking.   

• In order for this to happen we need to have credible information to 
support these often complex decisions.   

 

• It is worth stopping to consider that reducing the carbon footprint of crop 
production may not align with reducing other negative externalities. 

– For example, capping nitrogen fertiliser with the aim of reducing 
nitrate losses may inadvertently increase the net carbon cost of 
production through reduced yield.   

• Where do our priorities lie?   

• Where does the industry turn to for guidance? 



What are the existing constraints to 
productivity? 

In most crops the key limitations to performance are still associated 
with basic crop husbandry: 

– Soil structure and condition 

– Macro nutrition 

– Crop physiology 

– Effective crop protection 

 

• Velcourt believes that there remain significant gains to be made in 
core elements of crop production. 

– Small technological gains will be secondary to these 

 

 

 



Example: nitrogen and phosphate 
nutrition 

• Fundamental elements of crop husbandry, but good examples inefficiency in 
UK crop production. 

• Finite resources with significant environmental footprints.  
– Economic and environmental imperative to do better than currently. 

 
• ADAS suggest that 75% of crops in their 2021 YEN competition were limited by 

phosphate. 
• 200 years after we started applying phosphate fertiliser, we still have one 

recommendation system for all of the diverse soil types in the UK. 
• Efficiency of recovery of phosphate fertilisers in the following year is <4%. 
• It is simply accepted that Nitrogen fertiliser Use Efficiency is <60%, with little 

real engagement with how this can be improved.  
 

• There is substantial scope for improvement.   
 

 
 



Improving nitrogen and phosphate 
nutrition 

• Focus upon soil- soil organic matter is the key indicator 

– Work by Rothamsted indicates that increasing soil organic matter allows 
significant reductions in available phosphate without limiting production 

• Improved soil structure, root architecture and nutrient scavenging 

• Nitrification and urease inhibitors 

• Increase use of in-vitro measurement to determine nitrogen fertiliser 
requirements 

• Introduction of phosphate strategy reflecting soil type 

• Phosphate solubilisation products 

• Protected phosphates 

• ‘Precision’ application technologies not significant to date.   

• Improvements could be delivered today through the better application of 
existing technologies and knowledge. 

 



Traits, gene editing and GM 

• Traits delivered by conventional breeding have delivered significant 
gains and a net reduction in crop protection use in recent years.   

 

• Introduction of gene editing will be significant and will accelerate 
this process, however… 

 

• Note that 25 years after the introduction of GM corn and cotton in 
the US, the problems have themselves evolved.   

 

• Gene editing will only solve a handful of the problems of UK 
agriculture, and some of these gains will be short lived. 



Data, machine learning and artificial 
intelligence 

• Various institutions are already attempting to use data to overcome 
the challenges in crop production: the ADAS YEN competition is an 
example of this.   

 
• More data will be collected through telematics, sensing systems 

and recording systems in the future.  At this stage it is unclear 
where and how this will deliver the greatest value.  

 
• With more data collected there are likely to be more opportunities 

for machine learning to utilise this data in solving complex 
problems, and producing artificially intelligent solutions.   
 

• These will help to solve some problems in UK crop production, but 
are less likely to shape crop production systems in themselves.   



Robotics and automation 

• In some sectors this is already here.   

 

• Largely associated with high labour requirements. 

 

• The robotics and automation technologies are there for wider 
deployment in broadacre agriculture, however, the economic case 
is less clear at this stage.   



Conclusions 

• In the next fifteen years, social, political and economic drivers 
will shape crop production in the UK. 

• Production will become more extensive as growers are forced to 
reduce their externalities. 

• Growers will need to improve utilisation of finite resources in the 
face of volatility in supply and pricing. 

• Developing technologies will help to mitigate reductions in net 
use of crop inputs, however… 

• Fundamentally, crops will still be grown in in soil, and production 
will be determined by the efficiency with which they scavenge 
water and nutrients, and intercept sunlight.  

• Excellent crop husbandry will be increasingly important as we 
seek to grow crops with fewer inputs.   

• a 



 

The Future of the UK Dairy 
Industry 



Strengths 

• Currently have a climate and land base capable of growing a range 
of forage crops suitable to feed dairy cows – Grass being the key 
differential to many other areas. 

• Established liquid and manufacturing milk market/processors. 

• A number of preferential COP/aligned milk contracts available. 

• Established supply chain and support industry with access to all 
emerging technology etc. 

• Strong balance sheet for many UK dairy farmers? 

 



Weaknesses 

• Environmental pressures: 

– Farming rules for water 

– NVZ’s  

– Phosphates 

• Cost inflation (feed, fuel, fertiliser, labour etc) 

• Labour supply – impact of Brexit, ageing workforce not being 
replaced, wage/social expectations 

• Often marginal returns 

 



Opportunities 
• Climate change and global warming – the problem or the solution? 

– GWP vs GWP* 
– Permanent pasture and its ability to sequester carbon 
– Natural Capital 

• Dietary changes – will a reduction in red meat drive an increase in 
dairy?  Or will both fall together? 

• Continued global increase in dairy consumption (+2%) 
• Will global supply match this?  Current estimates at 1% or below 
• Future trade deals  
• Advancement of robotic technology 
• Increased land availability – purchase/rental/CFA 
• Renewable energy from manure, Gas, Biomethane and Electricity 



Threats 

• Trade deals 

• The removal of BPS and the introduction of ELMS – does have less 
of an impact on many dairy units when compared to arable 
colleagues. 

• Worsening labour situation 

• Worsening environmental legislation: 

– Further requirement to invest  

– Stocking rates and enterprise scale limited. 

• Dietary changes – plant protein and lab grown dairy and red meat 



The UK Situation 

• 300 – 400 producers leaving the industry annually (3-4%) 
 

• BUT overall cow numbers not falling at such a rate. 
 

• Daily milk volumes are running approx. 2% down year on year. 
 

• Historically reduced milk volumes have driven higher milk prices – 
possible light at the end of the tunnel? 

 

• Survival of the fittest - healthy margins to be made by the best 
operators. 



Technical Excellence 

• Required across all dairy systems to operate profitably now and 
going forwards. 

 

• Feed, fertility, mobility, staff management can all still be improved 
on the majority of units. 

 

• For Example – Milk From Forage – many units still sub 2,000 litres 
when the best consistently operate at nearer 5,000 litres.  Any 
improvement will have a significant impact. 

 

• In order to remain in the industry significant investment is likely 
required. 

 



Regenerative Dairy 

• What does this look like? 
 

• Methane/Ruminant effect still not agreed 
 

• Improved soil management – ground cover, minimum tillage etc 
 

• Increased grass and permanent pasture. 
 

• Mixed cropping. 
 

• Trees/Silvopasture 



Blueprint for the future 

• High intensity, high investment, high tech, robotics, fully housed, 
high volumes.  Dilute carbon through volume. 

or 

• Extensive, all grass, low input (organic), low(er) investment, 
small(er) scale.  Dilute carbon over land base. 
 

• Fully integrated systems growing much/all of their feed 
requirements. 

 

• Return of arable and dairy integration 



Dairy Sustainability 

• Financial – profit, capital growth and cash 
 

• Social – responsible employment, H&S, better career 
options/progression/training, customer engagement 

 

• Environmental – a move from degradation/maintenance to 
maintenance/enhancement 

 

• UK dairy farms of the future will need to deliver on all three. 



Commercial Arrangements for land 
occupation 

• Many current arrangements not fit for purpose 

• Change in relationship of land use – more integrated 

• More dynamic contractual arrangements 

• Opportunities for more collaboration: 

 - over the use of resources 

 - delivering of the green agenda over a wide geographic area 

• A partnership approach more likely to deliver than  landlord / 
tenant approach 

 



Skills 

• A requirement for new skills 

 

 Environmental 

 Ecology 

 Soil Science 

 Natural Resources 

 Arborist 

 



The Future 

“Farming businesses in the future will 
require more management rather than 
less and that management will have to 
have a broader range of skills and 
expertise than it does today” 




