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Introduction  

 
The causes of climate change are hotly debated in the media, 
political and scientific circles but what is patently obvious is that 
changes are being observed, and any successful business needs to 
be resilient to change.  We set out to investigate the preparedness of 
farmers in SW England for such changes. 
 

There are many observed changes …... 

• Average temperatures have increased by 0.6oC during the 20th 
Century, mainly since 1970.   

• Nine of the ten hottest years on record are since 1990 
• The growing season has extended by 1 day per year over the 

last twenty years  
• Many plants, insects and diseases are appearing earlier, or 

surviving longer into the winter 
 

The UK Met Office and UK Climate Impacts Programme have 

produced detailed predicted changes - the following are for the 
2050s for the South West 
• Average summer temperatures may be up to 3.50C warmer 
• Average winter temperatures may be up to 2.00C warmer 
• Winters could be 15% wetter 
• Summers could be 30% drier 
• Winter storms could be twice as frequent 
• Sea level could be at least 50cms higher 

 

Farmers’ Perceptions 
 
We approached over 1000 farmers in South West England (from 
Cornwall to Gloucestershire) to find out about their experiences and 
knowledge of climate change: 
  
• 80% farmers are already aware of climate change on their own farm 
• 50% have noticed wetter winters and greater storminess 
• 20% have noticed hotter drier summers 
• 35% rated drought as a serious risk but only 5% thought more 

irrigation will be needed 
• 45% felt their knowledge was above average or good  
• 40% felt that climate change was important to their future business 
• Defra, NFU and Environment Agency are the most popular sources 

of information and advice 
• Most wanted information about mitigation and adaptation strategies 

that were applicable to them although most will only adopt them 
when it is profitable to do so or when supported by an environmental 
scheme 

• Most wanted information to be made more widely available in a 
farmer friendly format and suggested greater co-operation between 
key agricultural organisations in the industry. 
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Soil erosion in Devon following a 
sudden rain event. Such events are 
predicted to become more frequent 
and more intense.  Better soil 
conservation measure will be 

needed 



The farmers told us that whilst many reports stress the negative 
impacts of climate change, what they need is good, clear advice 
focussing on the opportunities that new conditions will bring so we 
collated a series of advisory messages and reported back to them.  

Adaptation Priorities for Arable Farming ….. 
• Investigate using drought, pest & disease resistant varieties of 

existing crops. 
• Investigate the potential for new crops. 
• Consider the risks of soil compaction under new rainfall regimes. 
• Consider the risks of soil erosion and any soil conservation 

measures needed. 
• Consider ways of exploiting existing waste as a resource [e.g. straw 

as biofuel]. 

 
Adaptation Priorities for Livestock Farming …... 
• Consider new housing requirements and / or in-field shelter for stock 
• Review manure & dirty water management systems to cope with 

wetter winters, especially in NVZs. 
• Review grazing regimes & forage production if expecting longer 

winter housed periods. 
• Investigate changing to breeds with higher temperature tolerance. 
• Consider ways of using existing waste as a resource [e.g. anaerobic 

digestion of manures]. 
 

Further advice ……………. 
 
UKCIP www.ukcip.org.uk has detailed climate change predictions 
SW Climate Change Impacts Partnership website.  
www.oursouthwest.com/climate has more regionalised information. 
Farming Futures  www.farmingfutures.org.uk has a series of fact 
sheets and case studies.  
Defra  – information on government policies, mitigation targets and 
mechanisms – http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/climatechange/  
NFU have various articles and reports on how climate change will affect 
agriculture http://www.nfuonline.com/environment_climatechange.xml  
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Disclaimer 
Although great care is taken to 
ensure that the information in this 
document is correct, The Royal 
Agricultural College cannot be 
held responsible for the outcome 
of any actions taken arising from 
the information it contains. 

Likely Negative impacts Possible Positive opportunities 

Higher CO2 will damage some crops Higher CO2 will increase growth of some crops 

Greater incidence of pests, diseases and 
weeds, and some new problems 

New crop opportunities – e.g. sunflowers, grain 
maize, navy beans, soyabeans, olives, fruit, tea 

Increased drought Less snow damage 

Shorter cultivation window / Increased risk 
of soil compaction or erosion 

Longer growing season, opportunities for new soil 
management techniques 

Loss of competitive advantage for early 
season crops e.g. Cornish potatoes 

Extended range of some crops – e.g. more vine-
yards—increased demand for salad crops 

Increased heat stress for animals Reduced heating costs for protected cropping 

Increased coastal flooding Expansion of agriculture to higher altitudes 

Flooding, such as this  on the 
RAC farm near Cricklade will 
become an increasing problem 

in river valleys  


