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FOREWORD

W
elcome to the CLA’s Inspiring Investors report. Across 
the rural economy, landowners are investing in 
businesses, jobs, land and communities. As we face up 
to the challenges of our changing economy and society, 
rural landowners are shaping change in the countryside, 

contributing through the creation of housing, woodland, shops and visitor 
attractions among other ventures. In this report, the CLA has taken a closer 
look at the people behind some of the businesses that are making a true 
difference, asking how they are motivated, what makes them successful and 
how more people can be encouraged to take their lead. The businesses we 
have looked at broadly fall into three categories:

• Risk takers – these businesses are launching new ventures or 
reshaping their operations to embrace fresh opportunities through 
diversification, whether in tourism, renewable energy or land use such 
as afforestation projects.

• Future planners – these businesses are developing long-term 
investment strategies built around a multi-generational business 
model. They have highly developed plans to handle succession and 
other aspects of family business strategy.

• Place shapers – these businesses are investing in building, growing 
and managing communities. By investing in housing, infrastructure 
and connectivity, they are laying the groundwork for vibrant places in 
the countryside where people want to come to live and work.

It strikes me reading this report that these businesses have much in common 
besides their success. In the course of making their investments, they have 
engaged thoroughly with the local community and other stakeholders, two 
great examples being Edward Milbank’s work with the Forestry Commission 
for his afforestation project, Doddington North (page 8), and Richard 
Goring’s work with the South Downs National Park Authority (page 52).

They also have a willingness to embrace change, applying a laser-like focus 
to commercial opportunities, such as Emily and Lucy McVeigh’s diversification 
of the traditional family farm in Suffolk (page 30) and the Ward family’s retail 
business in Lincolnshire (page 26.)

Those featured in this report are fantastic examples of rural landowners’ 
contribution to the economy, to society and the environment. I hope that 
you, too, will find their stories inspiring.

ABOUT THE CLA
• The CLA (Country Land and Business Association) is the membership organisation for landowners,  

farmers and other rural businesses

• We represent diverse and successful businesses allocated at the heart of rural communities

• We help landowners work in the best interest of the land, wildlife and environment

• Our purpose is to ensure that our members have the security, certainty and support they need to  

make investments in their land and business

REPORTING TEAM
Edward Milbank interview by Tan Parsons, photographs by SWNS/Benjamin Smith 

Sean Taylor interview by Robert Dangerfield, photographs by Robert Dangerfield and courtesy of Zip World

Tom Raynham interview by Lisa O’Brien, photographs by Matthew Usher

Jonathan Fell interview by Tan Parsons, photographs by Paul Worpole and courtesy of The Ice Cream Farm

Meryl and Emma Ward interview by Sonika Dade, photographs courtesy of Uncle Henry’s

Emily and Lucy McVeigh interview by Caroline Fardell, photographs courtesy of Kenton Hall

Sarah Dunning and Jane Lane interview by Henk Geertsema, photographs courtesy of Westmorland Family

Roger Mercer interview by Isobel Davidson, photographs by Ruth Downey and courtesy of Mercer Farming

Henry Brooks interview by Mike Ashton, photographs by Paul Worpole

Nicholas Wills interview and photographs by Kim John

Richard Goring interview by Isobel Davidson, photographs courtesy of the Wiston Estate

Mark Bridgeman interview by Henk Geertsema, photographs by Kevin Gibson Photography

This report was launched at the CLA Rural Business Conference in November 2018
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RISK
TAKERS

Those who set up alternative enterprises in rural 
areas shoulder a huge amount of risk throughout 
the planning, building and operational stages 
of a new business. Often these businesses are 
pioneering in their own area, creating employment 
opportunities and attracting new visitors with 
disposable income to the countryside.

There are some considerable benefits to setting 
up a new rural business, using a unique location 
and an attractive countryside setting to your 
advantage. While there are risks for any business 
investment, in rural areas these risks are often 
exacerbated by problems such as poor digital 
connectivity, inadequate road networks, a lack  
of readily available workforce and restrictive 
planning policy.

When Britain leaves the EU and the current 
support mechanisms for farmers begin to change, 
there will be a greater need for rural businesses to 
find new markets and employment opportunities. 
The ones that succeed will undoubtedly be those 
that embrace change.

In this chapter, we look at four businesses that 
have done just that to undertake new ventures. 
Each has shouldered risk to take advantage of the 
market opportunities they have identified.

Edward Milbank has identified the opportunity 
in forestry management after Brexit with his plan 
to create England’s largest private sector productive 
woodland planted for 30 years (page 8). In 
Snowdonia, former Royal Marine Sean Taylor has 
realised his vision to turn a slate quarry into the 
home of the fastest zip line in the world (page 12).

In Norfolk, Tom Raynham has made a success of 
a solar farm (page 16). And in Cheshire, Jonathan 
Fell’s Ice Cream Farm is now attracting hundreds of 
thousands of visitors each year and offering young 
families an alternative day out (page 20).

Each has identified the potential to diversify and 
applied a practical approach to achieving their 
goals. Their research has been meticulous and a 
huge amount of work has gone into turning ideas 
into profitable reality. In each case, the business has 
plotted a clear-eyed path to future success.

6  Inspiring Investors    2018

EACH OF THESE 
BUSINESSES HAS 
SHOULDERED 
RISK TO TAKE 
ADVANTAGE OF 
THE MARKET 
OPPORTUNITIES 
THEY HAVE 
IDENTIFIED
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I
n the words of landowner 
Edward Milbank, the UK is 
in “a bit of a pickle” about 
its forestry. Compared with 
Scotland, where 10,000 

hectares of forest have been 
planted annually in recent years, 
England has lagged behind pitifully. 
Determined to accelerate planting, 
the UK Government has set a 
target for growing woodland  
cover in England from 10% to 
12% by 2060 – an increase of a 
quarter of a million hectares. It’s a 
challenge to which Edward, who 
owns the Barningham Estate in 
the Yorkshire Dales, has responded 
with a passion.

Through his business, Pennine 
Forestry, he has set out with a  
small group of investors to focus 
on afforestation. His largest 
project to date is to transform 
the bulk of a 354ha hill farm in 
Northumberland called Doddington 
North into a forest.

“We bought Doddington in  
early 2016 in the belief that  
we could create England’s largest 
private sector productive  

woodland planted for 30 years,” 
explains Edward.

By English standards at least, it is 
an ambitious project that will take 
16,000 individual worker-days to 
complete. By the summer of 2018, 
the team had planted 25ha, with 
plans to plant 125ha in each of the 
next two seasons.

BRANCHING OUT
Pennine Forestry has contributed 
to the project by sourcing the 
land, taking the project through 
the myriad consultations required 
for woodland planting, applying 
for grants and carbon funding, 
and assuming responsibility for 
the establishment of the forest. 
However, he is confident it will 
repay the investment.

“We have an enormous demand 
for timber in the UK,” Edward 
says. “We are the second largest 
importer of timber in the world 
after China and we have a great 
climate for growing trees.

“We knew we wanted to 
increase the amount of woodland 
Pennine Forestry was managing, 

RISKTAKERS
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Edward Milbank

tonnes of CO2 
reduction over 
the course of 
the project

92,760

16,000
worker-days to 

plant Doddington 
North

680
THOUSAND

TREES
to be planted at 

Doddington North

Doddington North, Northumberland
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and it seemed the right thing 
to do to go out and buy low-value 
land to plant for forestry.”

At the core of the arrangement 
with his investors, Pennine 
Forestry’s interest comes in a profit 
share of the increased value of the 
land. These can be 10-, 15- or  
20-year arrangements whereby 
after the process of afforestation 
Edward will sell his company’s stake 
in the project to the investor.

However, even getting the project 
off the ground was a challenge 
because of the potential disruption 
to public access rights and the 
impact on biodiversity.

“We took the public consultation 
very seriously,” Edward says. “From 
the start, we knew there were 
going to be problems with planting 
this site. Half of the area was under 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 

access, and we needed to engage 
and make sure the public were 
going to be able to access the land 
and forest in the future.”

THE RIGHT PATH
He was right about the amount 
of interest it generated, from 
local riding and walking groups 
to a climbing group that has 
access to the land. Following 
conversations with these people, 
his team designed a circular timber 
track around the site that links 
into public rights of way. From a 
challenging starting point, they 
now have a win-win scenario. 

“So before the consultation the 
public had limited access across 
an overgrown site. In the future 
there’s going to be 10km of well-
maintained roads and tracks for 
riding, cycling and walking.”

As well as local groups, 
engagement with the Forestry 
Commission and Natural England 
was key – particularly getting them 
to agree to a common objective for 
the woodlands. “We had to create 
a biodiversity action plan for species 
and habitats,” Edward says. “For 
example, we prioritised a buffer 
zone for red squirrels. We had to 
agree how best to plant a riparian 
woodland for flood alleviation on 
a tributary to the River Till, and we 
had to work out how to control 
invasive species such as bracken 
and rhododendron to protect the 
existing priority habitats on site.”

BALANCING ACT
Maintaining the right balance 
can be difficult because so much 
of the UK’s land is designated or 
protected habitat. But growing up 

at Barningham, which has both 
new and mature woodlands, has 
given Edward a solid understanding 
of how to manage the ground, 
particularly for bird species.

“I’m very sensitive to the 
correct management of land to 
protect those species,” he says. 
“We have a blackcock lek here 
at Barningham. It would be 
unsuitable to plant commercial 
forestry alongside a blackcock 
population. But we have been 
able to design a woodland that is 
suitable for habitat for blackcock 
that doesn’t have a detrimental 

effect on the blackcock population 
and other birds such as golden 
plover, peewit and curlew.”

One of the great successes 
of the Doddington project was 
persuading the stakeholders 
involved to plant a mixed 
productive woodland, including 

a commercial crop of 40% sitka, 
while 35% is native broadleaves 
and mixed conifer, and the rest 
is open ground and managed 
priority habitats. “This I think is the 
future for forestry – particularly on 
designated land.”

While most landowners may 
not have 350ha of land available 
for afforestation, Edward believes 
the principles can be applied to 
smaller landholdings. Barningham 
itself has patchy areas of woodland 
in small blocks across the estate 
– something probably typical for 
many farmers and landowners.

“These woodland blocks are 
very difficult to manage, they’re 
inaccessible, the fences are falling 
down and they are often forgotten 
about. We are now increasing 
our forestry cover and in doing so 
we are absorbing some of these 
smaller blocks to make the whole 

forest, including these smaller 
outcrops, more manageable, more 
accessible and more profitable.”

Pennine Forestry currently 
manages a portfolio of six forests  
in the north of England and 
southern Scotland, and has a 
handful of ambitious afforestation 
projects underway on both sides  
of the border.

WONDERS OF WOODLAND
To a large extent, the future  
of Edward’s business depends on 
the success of the environmental 
scheme rolled out in England over 
the next few years following Brexit. 
He is encouraged that forestry 
and woodland will be one of the 
land options within that scheme, 
and taking the premise that pubic 
money is available for public goods, 
and forestry and woodland provides 
more public good than many other 
land uses, it bodes well.

“It does help that I work in an 
industry that I find inspiring – 
who’s not inspired by looking at 
a champion tree? But it is also a 
business and it makes money and 
that is an inspiration, too.” ■

RISKTAKERS

“WE KNOW THERE IS GOING TO BE A 
SHORTAGE OF TIMBER IN THE UK. THE 
FORESTRY COMMISSION FORECASTS A 30% 
DECLINE IN TIMBER AVAILABILITY AFTER 2030”

EDWARD MILBANK
• Barningham Estate, 

trustee, 2009–present
• Pennine Forestry, director, 

2012–present
• Montenegro Property 

Fund, managing director,  
2005–present

• The Quintus Group 
(intellectual property 
rights), executive,  
1999–2005

• Newcastle University

EDWARD’S TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL 
FORESTRY MANAGEMENT
• Scale – even if on a smaller scale, try to 

maximise the size of your project
• Access – the easier it is to reach your 

woodland, the more profitable it will be
• Management – the first 10 years of woodland 

management are crucial for long-term 
profitability 
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RISKTAKERS

Zip World, Snowdonia

Sean Taylor

“P
lummet 2 will go over 
there,” says Sean 
Taylor, pointing to a 
dip in the forest, a 
stand of Douglas fir. 

“It’ll simulate a parachute drop. It’s 
105 feet – they’ll do it in pairs to 
share and double the thrill.” It will 
be the first experience of its kind 
in the UK. Sean is no stranger to 
danger: he’s been a real military 
parachutist – and, in business 
terms, he’s not afraid to jump in 
the right place armed with the 
right stuff.

“Friday’s usually a quiet day,” he 
explains. “It’s a holiday changeover 
day, so we don’t expect the 
5,000-a-day high today.” However, 
from our balcony vantage point, 
part of a bustling café, we can see 
visitors everywhere. Some are zip-
lining 60 feet high in the trees on 
what they call ‘Zip Safari’, a high-
wires course full of challenging 
obstacles. Others are swooping 
into view in red bobsleigh-like cars, 
while others are holding snacks, 
drinks or ice creams, or counting 
out the tickets for their next 
experience. There’s a backing track 
of excited children’s screams. 

 
MILITARY PRECISION
“There’s about a thousand people 
here. We’ll have clocked twice that 

number before the day ends.” 
Sean’s eyes are everywhere. We 
have an immediate sense that the 
military skills to survey a scene – 
scan, identify and act – have been 
reapplied to run his business. You 
can tell he knows where every one 
of his red-liveried staff are – and 
what they’re doing. He beckons 
one over and peering over the 
balcony rail he calls to her:  
“I can see gaps!”

He adds: “I think we can fit in 
more walk-ons.” Sean’s referring 
to spaces in the activity queues and 
customers paused by the info-
boards. If he wasn’t commanding a 

platoon from a strategic viewpoint, 
he could be conducting an orchestra.

Sean recalls: “I was driven past 
this site as a kid. There was a 
forest, a lay-by and four cars in 
it. Even then, I thought it was 
a great place for an adventure 
business, located as it is next to 
A470, or as Zip World now calls 
it ‘The Adventure Highway’, the 
beginnings of an epic route that 
links all three Zip World sites: 
Betws-Y-Coed, Blaenau Ffestiniog 

visitors 
per year

sites in 
North Wales

400,000 £14m THREE

SEAN TAYLOR
• Co-founder and director 

of Zip World. Employs 480 
staff and is transforming 
the traditional North 
Wales holiday into 
a family adventure 
destination

• Returned home to 
Snowdonia in 2007 from 
a military career to create 
a multi-million-pound 
adventure business

• Royal Marine Commando 
with 22 years’ service, 
retired in 2007

“I KNOW A THING 
OR TWO ABOUT 
TAKING RISKS”

turnover
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RISKTAKERS

“SIZE ISN’T 
EVERYTHING. IT’S 

ABOUT DOING 
THINGS MORE 

EFFECTIVELY AND 
EFFICIENTLY.”

SEAN TAYLOR’S TIPS
• All your staff matter: you may have millions of pounds’ 

worth of facilities, the best staff and great refreshments, but 
the chap in the car park is equally important to the business: 
he creates the first impression

• Believe in yourself, get good people behind you and persevere

and Bethesda, home to the 
fastest zip-line in the world, Velocity.

Sean worked as a timber 
contractor with his father before 
joining the Marines. He was there 
in the major combat zones of the 
past three decades before applying 
the leadership and survival skills  
to security. 

“I know a thing or two about 
taking risks,” he says frankly. 
Self-belief, resourcefulness, and 
the capacity to size up situations 
and deliver above expectation are 
military derivative. So, too, are an 
instinct for limitations and how to 
manage them. To top it all there’s 
intense and broad business nous.

FLYING START 
“We started with a mobile office 
and a Portaloo,” he recalls. “We 
put in £250,000 to create a zip-
wire ride. In the first year, we had 
18,000 customers. Today, we’re 
approaching 10 times that number 
at three complementary sites. Thrill-
seekers will pay over £60 for the 
experience and rarely come alone.”

The Zip World forest site is on 120 
acres of Larch and Douglas fir, which 
was used sustainably throughout 
the construction. Today, those trees 
are generating an income for the 
landlords and the site includes a 
circular reception building known 
as The Mushroom, activity units, 
two cafés and top-quality restroom 
facilities. “We’ve had to build a 
second car park, too,” says Sean.

“As key stakeholders in the 
values of the national parks, we 
work in partnership with local 
authorities and government when 
it comes to planning permission,’’ 
Sean continues. “I’ve put so many 
proposals together.” Clearly, the 

military mindset of self confidence 
and perseverance melded with local 
knowledge of the community and 
business sense. An important part 
of it was tackling doubts about 
physical health and safety.

THE SKY’S THE LIMIT
“We’re going to grow in three 
ways,” Sean predicts. “This site’s 
got so much, but can do more. I 
wish I’d put in two Alpine Coasters 
side by side, not only to meet 
demand, but so couples or families 
can race. That’s a development 
we can still deliver at relatively 
little cost. I’ve already mentioned 
Plummet 2, but I’d like to see this 
become a resort with various types 
of accommodation.

“But I’m also looking at 
acquisition and new sites. The 
power of brand is that it creates 
a stamp of quality and trust. 
Moreover, it reaches out beyond the 
local bubble as a destination. Our 
vision sees Zip Worlds in other parts 
of the UK and beyond.

“I’d welcome any landlords to 
get in touch with land for potential 
development. Tourism is Wales’s 
fastest-growing sector. I don’t fear 
competition in the area. We do 
what we do really well – and other 
adventure businesses will only 
secure Wales’s growing reputation 
as the go-to for adventure. There’s 
a commonality between us – we’re 
providing unique experiences. 
That’s why people come.” ■

“A STRONG BRAND IS REALLY POWERFUL: NOT ONLY 
IS IT A STAMP OF QUALITY AND TRUST, IT REACHES 
OUT BEYOND THE LOCAL SNOWDONIA BUBBLE”
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RISKTAKERS

Raynham Estate, north Norfolk

Tom Raynham

Size of the 
solar farm

225
ACRES

12,000 
HOMES 

Solar farm 
provides electricity 
for approximately

550m3
AD plant 

produces circa 

of gas per hour, 
enough to power 

5,000 boilers

“I 
don’t usually keep a keg in 
the kitchen,” laughs Tom 
as he goes on to explain 
how beer barrels on the 
worktop could become 

more of a permanent fixture. The 
previous weekend, he launched 
a new pop-up restaurant on the 
estate as part of a burgeoning 
events business. 

“Everyone’s a foodie and I love 
that as much as anyone,” he says. 
“The first one was a great success 
so we’re looking at moving around 
the estate. Different types of food 
in different buildings, out in the 
open or in woodland. We have 
some lovely pubs in the local area, 
but few restaurants, so it’s good to 
do something a bit different.”  

Trying something a bit different 
has been a common theme since 
the 40-year-old moved back to 
Raynham with his family in 2016. 
Having worked for Knight Frank 
in London managing agricultural 

investments, he says one of the 
joys of the job was “seeing what 
lots of people are doing right, or 
wrong, and trying not to emulate 
the bad ones… the plan is to make 
the right ones for Raynham.”

PIONEER
Raynham Estate entered the 
Townshend family in the 1500s. 
Second Marquess Charles ‘Turnip’ 
Townshend was an agricultural 
pioneer in the 18th century, 
creating a four-course crop rotation 
featuring turnips, thereby earning 
him his nickname and increasing 
UK wheat exports nine-fold, 
revolutionising agriculture. 

Fast forward nine generations 
and Tom describes how the 
estate is still at the forefront of 
agricultural innovation today. 

GOING GREEN
With a traditional portfolio, it is the 
venture into renewable energy 
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RISKTAKERS

“WHEN YOU 
TURN ON YOUR 
GAS COOKER, 
SOME OF OUR 
GAS COULD BE 
COOKING  
YOUR DINNER”

“FINANCIAL 
STABILITY 
THROUGH 
DIVERSITY IS 
A REALLY BIG 
GOAL FOR ME”

TOP TIPS FOR 
LANDOWNERS 
CONSIDERING 
RENEWABLES
• Assess what connections 

you have on your land
• Put out to tender and let 

developers compete
• Don’t feel you have to 

stick to high-street banks. 
EIS Funding helped us 
with AD. We are 50/50 
owners and when its 
funding ends, we hope to 
acquire the other 50% 

TOM RAYNHAM
• Chief executive of  

the Raynham Estate  
in north Norfolk

• A Royal Agricultural 
College graduate, he 
qualified as a chartered 
surveyor with Bidwells in 
Cambridge then moved  
to Knight Frank in 
London, first working  
in the farm and estate 
sales team, then 
managing the agricultural 
investments side, buying 
and selling commercial 
farms

 that sets Raynham apart from 
similar enterprises. Tom proudly 
says that since 2015 it has been 
home to one of the largest solar 
farms in England, generating just 
under 50 megawatts of power. 

He explains: “I asked Knight 
Frank to review the potential for a 
solar farm on 225 acres of disused 
airfield. It used to be part of the 
estate, but was requisitioned in 
World War II and used during the 
Cold War as a missile site.  
My grandfather was able to  
buy it back from the Ministry  
of Defence in 2006.

“My grandfather passed away 
in 2010 and that’s when I became 
more involved with the estate. I 
always thought the airfield could 
be an enterprise zone. It’s on the 
edge of the estate and the land 
wasn’t that great, so I started 
looking at ideas from data centres 
to solar farms and other renewable 
energy businesses. Solar is certainly 
much less intrusive than wind.”

Spearheaded by Tom, the project 
went out to tender. “But these 
things change hands a lot,” he 
says. “One firm got planning and 
we gave it the lease. It sold the 
lease to a company that then built 
it. The lease is a constant and 
tradable asset so it didn’t cause any 
disruption to the estate. As soon as 

what you put in because that 
controls what comes out.”

There is a lot of infrastructure 
involved and Tom warns it’s quite 
a change from normal farming 
activity. “You suddenly become an 
industrial process. It’s a learning 
curve and it takes a little while to 
settle down,” he says. “But I’m 
comfortable that we’re in a place 
where it’s running smoothly.” 

ZERO WASTE
Eulogising about the AD that is 
fuelling his ambition for renewables 
to benefit the entire farming 
operation, Tom says: “The amazing 
bit is there is no wastage. We take 
the crops that we grow and use the 
by-products on the land as fertiliser. 
We’ve already started seeing 
improvements in our crops and 
reduced our bought-in fertiliser.” 

When asked about the risks he 
considered as he embarked on his 
renewables journey, he laughs.  
“I wouldn’t say I am a natural risk 
taker but I’m a Scorpio, so I’ve got 
that slightly fiery side. I’ve realised 
there is a strong need to diversify 
and with diversification comes risk.

“Relying entirely on farming 
revenue means you’re open to the 
weather and commodity prices, 
things that are out of your control 
that can mean a 30% swing in 

it was built, it was sold to Bluefield, 
a renewable energy fund. The lease 
runs for another 25-odd years and 
the panels themselves should be 
60–70% efficient in 30 years’ time, 
so I think its aim is to carry on. 

your revenue from one year to 
another. Trying to budget for 
that makes life very difficult, so 
diversifying and broadening our 
revenue stream enables us to have 
a little bit more stability. Like a 
lot of landed estates, we have a 
certain level of borrowing, but I’d 
like to see that reduced. Financial 

We’d certainly be happy to discuss 
this with Bluefield.” 

MAKING METHANE 
The next project was an anaerobic 
digestion (AD) plant, which 
produces around 550m3 of gas. 
And through private investment, 
the estate was able to own a 50% 
share of the business.

All the feedstock for the AD 
plant comes from the estate’s farm 
waste. Tom explains: “The waste 
goes through a process without 
oxygen inside a digester vessel and 
the enzymes, bugs, nutrients and 
bacteria break it down so it releases 
methane. We collect that, clean the 
methane to a high standard for the 
National Grid and it’s then injected 
into the gas main. So when you turn 
on your gas cooker, some of our gas 
could be cooking your dinner.” 

The farm produces 20,000 
tonnes of sugar beet for British 
Sugar. The equivalent is returned 
as pulp, which is processed and 
cleaned to a fluffy consistency, and 
fed into the digester along with 
rye. “We’re about to introduce 
chicken muck, which is a bit like 
rocket fuel, so we have to be 
careful with the quantities,” smiles 
Tom. “It’s a scientific experiment, 
likened to the stomach of a cow, 
where you have to be very careful 

stability through diversity is a really 
big goal for me.”

Tom says he got into renewables 
at the right time because changes 
in Government policy mean it’s not 
easy to enter now, solar especially. 
He says: “The returns for landowners 
entering the industry now are a lot 
smaller and more complicated due to 
a competitive lottery system bidding 
for capacity on the grid.”

IN THE PIPELINE
Tom’s not giving up on new 
renewables just yet, though. 
“We’re lucky enough to be right 
next to a large substation,” he 
grins. “So we’re looking at whether 
we can offer some land to battery 
storage operators.” Tom cautions 
this may increase the flow on to 
the grid even more. “That’s why 
our attention is diverting more 
towards innovating through events 
such as the pop-ups to stabilise our 
revenue stream.” 

However, it is clear renewables 
linked directly to the farm business 
ignite a passion in the man who 
will one day become the ninth 
Marquess Townshend. As the 
legend of ‘Turnip Townshend’ lives 
on today, ‘Renewables Raynham’ 
could go down in history as a 21st 
century agricultural innovator 300 
years in the future. ■
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The Ice Cream Farm, Cheshire

Jonathan Fell

redevelopment 
investment  

in 2015 

£5m

£0.00 
the cost of 
admission

750
THOUSAND
number of annual 

visitors today

A
s transformations  
go, it is impressive. 
Since 1980 when 
the Fell family 
became tenants of 

the Bolesworth Estate in Cheshire, 
they have turned their business 
from dairy farm to award-winning 
ice cream producer to what is now 
arguably the most visited attraction 
of its kind in the UK: The Ice  
Cream Farm.

With its psychedelic ice cream 
trees, strawberry waterfalls and 
artful child-friendly branding, it 

is a long way from the humble 
beginnings when director  
Jonathan Fell first moved to the 
site as a boy with his brother, 
Graeme, and his parents, Tom 
and Margaret.

Back in the 1980s, as demand for 
their ice cream grew, they built a 
viewing gallery so customers could 
see the cows being milked and 
doubled the ice cream parlour in 
size to cope with demand.

Over the years, farm buildings 
were adapted to increase facilities  
to entertain and house ever-

growing visitor numbers. The 
business had been a success. But by 
the early 2010s, with annual visitor 
numbers approaching the 500,000 
mark, Jonathan knew some 
dramatic investment was needed to 
keep the business growing.

In 2014, collaborating with the 
estate, Jonathan embarked on 
an ambitious £5m development 
project to transform the site into 
what it is today – an adventure 
park for young families with the ice 
cream parlour the ‘shining beacon’ 
at its centre.

RISKTAKERS
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RISKTAKERS

JONATHAN FELL
• Director of The Ice Cream 

Farm Leisure and Cheshire 
Farm Ice Cream

• Took on the responsibility 
of renewing the lease  
for The Ice Cream Farm  
in 2007

• Began working for the 
family business when  
he was 14

JONATHAN’S TOP TIPS
• Do your research and 

analyse the market
• Do something you  

know well
• Don’t be too proud to  

ask for help

how to create an identity for that, 
and clearly that all stems from the 
ice cream.”

 Cheshire Farm Ice Cream 
remains a family business, and 
Tom and Margaret still play a 
pivotal role. With Jonathan dealing 
with the day-to-day running of 
the business, Graeme acts as 
production manager.

FREE FUN
With a product like ice cream, they 
always felt it would sell better in a 
leisure environment and now the 
business is focusing on control of 
that environment.

It was a deliberate decision to 
make something that appealed 
to young families, rather than the 
‘cream tea demographic’ because 
that’s where they felt there was 
most scope, and – for now at least 
– less competition.

Jonathan is proud that The Ice 
Cream Farm is a free attraction – 
the biggest of its kind in the North 

West. But making it a success 
depends on the average spend 
per visitor – it relies on a carefully 
planned design.

“People can come here and  
not spend a penny. We’ve got  
to be clever. We have an ethos  
that we follow, but we’re a 
commercial business and we  
have to get that margin.”

FUTURE PLANNING
On the day of our meeting, 
Jonathan had spent the previous 
day on ‘traffic control’ – a 
challenge in itself for a business 
with so many visitors. It had been 
a hot bank holiday Monday with 
7,000 people through the gates 
and he had caught the sun. But 
long hours and graft haven’t taken 
the shine off his drive to realise the 
possibilities of the future. While 

it was the redevelopment of an 
existing site.”

This is where collaboration with 
landlord the Bolesworth Estate 
played a part, drawing on the estate 
team’s expertise. “They had a lot of 
experience in planning, while my 
experience was limited – I’ve got a 
lot more now, though. I think it’s 
that comfort of having a partner 
there that can guide you through 
what can be quite a challenging and 
complicated process.”

With the changes to the 
business, they negotiated a new 
lease with their landlord – Jonathan 
was investing a huge amount in 
the project and they reached an 
arrangement that suited both 
parties.

BRAND IDENTITY
Aside from winning planning 
consent for the redevelopment, it 
was important to get the branding 
right. The distinctive ice cream 
motif, the cartoon characters and 
the look and feel of the attractions 
themselves were all painstakingly 
realised. Among the new parts 
that keep little visitors entertained 
are indoor play area ‘Honeycomb 
Canyon’, ‘Daisy’s Garden’ and the 
motorsports-themed ‘Silvercone’.

Jonathan says: “It all stems from 
the product. We had to look at 
ways we could create an identity 
for what we were doing because 
there was more competition. We 
had to look at what we were and 

Brexit poses uncertainties – not 
least potential price changes to raw 
ice cream ingredients – he feels 
that the business is well placed 
to capitalise on growing tourism 
trends in the years ahead. He says 
there is “huge opportunity” for 
more sites across the UK.

THE NEW SEASIDE
“There’s growing confidence  
that rural areas are the new 
seaside. If you can put things 
in place for young families to 
entertain their children, they will 
be used. This is where I’ve gained 
the confidence, certainly with our 
business model, that ‘if you build  
it, they will come’. Because as  
long as you do something to 
a good standard and it is well 
managed, there is no reason why 
they won’t come.” ■ 

“AT THE END OF THE DAY, WE WERE 
CREATING EMPLOYMENT AND HELPING 
THE ECONOMY IN A RURAL AREA”

“THE KEY WITH PLANNING OFFICERS WAS TO 
BE REALLY HONEST AND OPEN ABOUT WHAT 
WE WANTED TO ACHIEVE, AND ANSWER 
EVERY QUESTION BEFORE IT WAS ASKED”

SIZING UP
One of the biggest challenges for 
a development of this size was 
always going to be planning.

Jonathan says: “Dialogue with 
the planners in the first instance 
was crucial – to be really honest 
and open about what we wanted 
to achieve, and answer every 
question before it was asked.

“At the end of the day, we  
were creating employment and 
helping the economy in a rural 
area, and we ticked every box – 
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FUTURE
PLANNERS

Landownership is a long-term, inter-generational 
business. By their nature, many farms and other 
rural businesses are run by families. This presents 
advantages, such as being able to make decisions 
quickly, and being able to take advantage of 
fresh thinking from the younger generation as 
technology and working practices change.

However, there are also challenges, such as 
how decisions are made and how succession 
from one generation to the next is managed, 
both in terms of practical tax considerations and 
how responsibility for the business is transferred.

In this chapter, we look at four businesses 
that have set a blueprint for how to plan for the 
future. The next generation of the Ward family 
has returned to the farm in Lincolnshire after 
pursuing careers away from home, bringing with 
them expertise in marketing and finance (page 
26). In Suffolk, at the age of 19, Emily McVeigh 
presented her father with a business plan for a 

wedding venue and glamping site – today, under 
the direction of Emily and her sister, Lucy, the 
business looks very different (page 30).

In Cumbria, Sarah Dunning and Jane Lane have 
taken the lead from their parents’ principles of 
celebrating place and staying close to the family’s 
farming heritage, building up an outstanding 
retail offering (page 34). Further south, Roger 
Mercer has handed the reins for parts of the 
family farming business to his sons, sharing 
responsibility for decisions (page 38).

Each of these enterprises has taken an 
active approach to succession, drawing on the 
experience of the elder family members while 
welcoming ideas from the younger. By having 
the bravery to evolve their businesses and 
invest in the next generation, they have laid the 
foundations for a long and successful future, 
benefiting not just themselves, but also the wider 
rural communities they serve.

BY HAVING THE 
BRAVERY TO EVOLVE 
THEIR BUSINESSES 
AND INVEST IN THE 
NEXT GENERATION, 
THEY HAVE LAID 
THE FOUNDATIONS 
FOR A LONG AND 
SUCCESSFUL FUTURE
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of the turnover for 
the business, Uncle 
Henry’s is 10% and 

arable is 20%

Pigs comprise The café is a The shop 
stocks products 
from more than 

45 
Lincolnshire 
producers

serving breakfast, 
lunch and 

afternoon tea 

70% 90-
SEATER

I
t’s the early 2000s and Meryl and 
Steve Ward have been living at 
Waddingham Grange in North 
Lincolnshire since the late 1980s. 
They bought the neighbouring 

farm from their family friend Henry 
in 1991. The farm buildings are 
derelict and there has been a recent 
foot-and-mouth outbreak that is 
set to cause the biggest crisis the 
British agricultural industry has seen. 
The couple are keen on diversifying 
the farm, converting the barns 
and finding an outlet for their 
home-reared pork and farm-grown 
vegetables. From this, their farm 
shop concept is born.

Fast forward 20 years and the 
19th century limestone buildings 
have been transformed into Uncle 
Henry’s Farm Shop, Butchery and 

Café. Meryl, director and founder, 
has farmed with her husband and 
co-director, Steve, for 30 years. 
Together, they farm an integrated 
pig and arable enterprise, and use 
renewable energies. 

All three of their children are 
working in the family business, 
having gained experience 

elsewhere: Emma runs the shop and 
café, Graham the award-winning  
butchery and wholesale business, 
and Sam works alongside Steve on 
the arable farm.

“We’re fortunate that the 
business is big enough for everyone 
and has a structure in place,” Meryl 
says, smiling. “We were really pleased 
to see the family come back to the 
business. We’d reached the limits 
of our abilities, particularly when it 
came to IT and social media. Steve 
and I were given a chance to run a 
farm in our late 20s and we want 
to give the next generation the same 
opportunity.”

ENTREPRENEURIAL EVOLUTION
“Mum and dad have always been 
quite entrepreneurial,” says  

Meryl and Emma Ward

FUTUREPLANNERS

Uncle Henry’s, Lincolnshire

“YOU GET USED 
TO BECOMING 
A PROBLEM-
SOLVER AND 
PRIORITISING 
WHICH ONES TO 
SOLVE FIRST. THIS 
COMES WITH 
EXPERIENCE”
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Emma, 30. “It’s almost like 
natural evolution, and there’s been 
a lot of growth and reinvention 
over the last 30 years. Retail has to 
be dynamic and ever-changing.”

Emma, the fifth generation of 
her family to work at the farm,  
has played a crucial role in growing 
and transforming the business. 
She used experience gained at 
Sainsbury’s to help the business 
recover from the recession by 
redesigning the shop to maximise 
footfall and rebranding Uncle 
Henry’s to incorporate the core 
business values. “It’s important 
to seek inspiration from other 
fields. Look beyond your own back 
garden,” she recommends.

Emma reveals that sales have 
been positively impacted by recent 
trends such as the popularity of 
gin. “We didn’t actually sell alcohol 
when we first started and we didn’t 
think we needed to, but now it’s 
12% of Uncle Henry’s total sales.”

Meanwhile, her brother Graham, 
28, who heads the finance and 
admin, has successfully built 

partnerships with 70 Lincolnshire 
Co-op stores that now sell their 
sausages. This revenue stream 
matches that of the butchery itself.

The quality of Uncle Henry’s home-
reared pork is widely recognised. 
Earlier this year, its Pork Leg Joint 
was awarded the Great Taste award, 
earning three gold stars. One of the 
biggest highlights, however, was 
when a chance meeting with the 
so-called ‘Sausage King’ resulted in 
Uncle Henry’s being called onto the 
BBC’s One Show to participate in its 
sausage festival – only to go on  
to win on live TV.

MEETING CHALLENGES
Running such a diverse family 
business can be challenging. 
Both Meryl and Emma stress the 

importance of everyone having 
their own areas, and giving each 
other space to manage and have 
accountability for delivering their 
own budgets. “We have our 
different skill sets, but it is critical 
that we haven’t pigeonholed 
ourselves. We have monthly family 
catch-ups on what’s happening in 
each enterprise.”

Emma emphasises that their  
skills complement each other 
without clashing. “Graham is more 
financial and loves spreadsheets. 
Mum’s very good at people 
management and dad has got a 
wealth of farm knowledge that 
he’s passing on to Sam.”

A very defining moment, Meryl 
recalls, was in 1998 when the pig 
farming business went through a 
major crisis. A change in welfare 
legislation coupled with a massive 
price crash caused the industry to 
go into meltdown. “That was quite 
pivotal because it went on for five 
to six years, and you either decide 
that you can’t stand the pressure 
or you find your way through 

and your business ends up much 
stronger because you have to 
innovate to suit the circumstances. 
Having been through that, I am far 
more relaxed about other things 
that go wrong. You get used to 
becoming a problem-solver and 
prioritising which ones to solve 
first. This comes with experience. 
Life is no dress rehearsal,” she says. 
“You must do what you love.”

SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS
Innovation, efficiency and 
sustainability are some of their core 
business values. “We’re always 
looking at where the high costs in 
the business are, and how we can 
bring them down and be more 
efficient,” Emma explains. The 
sustainable loop is one of the best 
examples of this. The pig manure 
is processed by the anaerobic 

digester to provide electricity and 
heat for Uncle Henry’s, and the 
digestate is then spread back out 
on the fields as a soil fertiliser.

Emma believes that you should 
always be prepared to adapt 
and learn. She highlights that 
Government incentives and 
national training schemes help 
small businesses like theirs to invest 
in their people. “Networking is 
important in finding inspiration, 
including events such as the annual 
CLA Rural Business Conference, 
which enables you to continue 
learning from others.”

NEW GENERATION
When asked what the future holds, 
Meryl hands over to her daughter: 
“I daren’t talk about the future. The 
future is in the hands of the next 
generation,” she says. “It’s a failure 

in the farming community that 
many farmers love doing what they 
do and do so until they are 80 and 
then realise the next generation has 
vanished because they were never 
given any real responsibility.”

Emma and her brothers have 
formed a five-year business plan. 
Despite many industry uncertainties, 
they remain positive. “It’s about 
picking the right opportunities,” 
Meryl adds. “There’s a lot 
happening with improved energy 
use, so that’s exciting.” 

Emma says that the business today 
is a completely different beast to 
what her parents were dealing with 
30 years ago when their aim was 
expansion. “Size isn’t everything,” 
she says. “It’s about doing things 
more effectively and efficiently. I 
believe you can be smarter with 
what you’re already doing.” ■

FUTUREPLANNERS

“SIZE ISN’T 
EVERYTHING. IT’S 
ABOUT DOING 
THINGS MORE 
EFFECTIVELY AND 
EFFICIENTLY”

TOP TIPS FOR  
LANDOWNERS
1. Be comfortable with what 

you do. Do what you love
2. Be prepared to become a 

problem-solver. There will 
always be difficult times

3. Don’t believe everything you 
read or hear. Do the research 
and find out for yourself

4. Be prepared to get out 
of your comfort zone and 
to work hard. It can be a 
seven-day-a-week job
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I
n 1986, David and Sharon 
McVeigh moved from Northern 
Ireland (via the Isle of Man), 
to renovate Kenton Hall, a 
stunning but near-derelict Tudor 

hall in a quiet part of Suffolk. 
Over the next 25 years or so, 
they invested time and money in 
restoring the hall and the farm 
buildings that made up the 500-
acre estate. This is also where they 
raised their family.

Having worked hard to improve 
and develop the farm and its 
buildings, as well as complete a 
restoration project for Kenton Hall, 
David knew that working with the 
next generation would provide 
exciting new opportunities. 

FAMILY FIRST
David’s 24-year-old daughter, 
Lucy (pictured right in the photo 
opposite), explains: “The saving 
grace for this family and its future 
is that dad has been willing to 

accept change. We’re a close-knit 
family and it’s all about trust. I think 
it’s liberating to have parents who 
believe in you. Dad has always been 
remarkably supportive of any new 
ideas, and never casts doubt on our 
enthusiasm or plans. He says we 
can learn from our mistakes.”

Lucy has two older sisters – 
Alice, 31, who teaches in Dubai, 
and Emily, 27. At 22, Tom is the 
youngest sibling, recently graduating 
with a degree in agri-business. 
But it is Emily and Lucy who have 

diversified this family farm and 
driven it into the future. There are 
five key strands to the business: the 
arable enterprise and the Longhorn 
beef herd – both run by Lucy – the 
wedding venue, the glamping site 
and the cookery school. 

Emily drives the diversification 
side of the business. After deciding 
not to embark on a university 
degree, she realised she wanted to 
live and work in the countryside, 
building her career in Suffolk. 
She now heads up the marketing 
and sales for the business, having 
created a stylish website, and runs 
the growing diversifications with a 
mixture of maturity and youthful 
enthusiasm. Effectively, she has built 
the Kenton Hall Estate brand.

FROM LITTLE ACORNS
“When we were little,” says Emily, 
“dad built a yurt in the woodland 
for us to play and sleep in. When 
I was 19, I went to him with a 

Kenton Hall, Suffolk

Emily and 
Lucy McVeigh

“DAD HAS 
ALWAYS BEEN 
REMARKABLY 
SUPPORTIVE OF 
ANY NEW IDEAS, 
AND NEVER 
CASTS DOUBT ON 
OUR ENTHUSIASM 
OR PLANS”

visit the  
cookery school  

each year

Glamping 
customers  
that live in 

London

of woodland makes 
more money than  
500 acres of arable

500 
PEOPLE

80%
10

ACRES
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business plan for a wedding 
venue and glamping site – and  
this is how it all started. I knew  
I wanted to be my own boss and  
live in Suffolk.”

Lucy observes: “Dad always says 
the 10 acres of mixed woodland 
he planted all those years ago 
makes more money than the all 
crops we grow.”

Lucy gained a business 
qualification at the University 
of East Anglia and puts that to 
good use developing her English 
Longhorn cattle burger business. 
“Welfare standards are important 
to us. The Longhorns don’t 
get antibiotics and calve in the 
summer, so they can stay out in the 
meadows for the longest time,” 
she adds.

Boredom is not something Emily 
and Lucy know much about. 
Lucy works four days a week at 
Gressingham Foods and throws 
herself into farm work in her free 
time, evenings and at weekends. At 
harvest time, she will take holiday 
to drive the combine.

Emily, too, is a skilled multitasker. 
She developed the seasonal 
glamping business from a yurt and 
shepherd’s hut to what is now a 
woodland village offering lodge 
tents, stylish shower pods, toilet 
blocks and a catering area with fire 
pit and armchairs. 

“At the beginning,” Lucy explains, 
“Emily cleaned the yurt and 
scrubbed the loos herself. Now, she 
has a team of cleaners, we have 
100% occupancy at the weekends, 
and Emily is marketing exciting 
glamping hen weekend packages 
and offering accommodation for 
those who are attending courses at 
the cookery school. 

“We also offer woodland 
blessings for those who want 
something different. We even 
hosted a Harry Potter-themed 
woodland wedding,” Lucy 
remembers with a smile. “The  
owl was supposed to fly down 
with the bride’s ring, but it decided 
to stay perched in a tree. A few 
years ago, Emily was time rich and 
money poor. Now she work all the 
hours, she is time poor and slightly 
better off.”

FORWARD THINKING
Lucy recalls that her father  
had realised that, with three 
daughters, it would be more 
economical to buy a marquee 
with planning permission for 
eight weddings a year than to 
hire a marquee on three separate 
occasions. “That sort of strategic 
planning is so typical of him,”  
she says.

The Food Hub, renovated  
from a disused agricultural cow 
byre, is now home to a thriving 
cookery school that employs  
local chefs. There is also a 
commercial butchery on the 
premises, and the field-to-fork 
ethos underpins the business.

Their summer events programme 
now includes food fairs and Film 
on a Farm, an outdoor cinema 
enterprise. Both events provide 
entertainment, boosting tourism 
and the local economy. 

Emily remembers: “Last year, 
we had a wedding party from Los 
Angeles with almost 200 guests, 
who contributed hugely to the local 
economy by pouring cash into the 
local B&Bs and pubs.”

Still, no amount of energy 
and enthusiasm, vision and hard 
work can overcome some of the 
inevitable challenges that the  
family have faced in moving their 
business forward.

“Broadband and internet 
connections were awful,” explains 
Lucy. “We had to dig our own trench 
and install fibre optic. Our mobile 
signals are still appalling, though.

“Business rates are another 
serious issue for us, which has 
resulted in an expensive four-year 
battle to claim relief. It’s not  
viable otherwise.”

FUTURE GROWTH
They have exciting plans for the 
growth of existing enterprises  
and some new projects in the 
pipeline. Each year, they try to 
organise new events and showcase 
different parts of the farm – this 
year debuting the Film on a Farm 
cinema experience.

The evolution of the business 
through the family generations has 
been at the heart of Kenton Hall’s 

recent developments. “Succession 
is an evolving matter, it’s not an 
overnight fix,” says Lucy. “With 
three siblings involved in the farm, 
and the land only being able to 
support one, we had to diversify. 
Dad has encouraged us to set up 
individual businesses, which is 
great forward thinking. We have to 
future-proof our assets and work 
out the tax implications for the 
surviving generation.

“As a family, we have a great 
approach to succession – we even 
talk about it over breakfast. It’s all 
about communication and, as a 
close family, we are trying to avoid 
problems in the future.” ■

EMILY MCVEIGH 
• Head of marketing and 

sales at Kenton Hall Estate
• Set up the glamping 

business after presenting 
her father with a  
business plan

• Began working on the 
family farm after school

• Chairman, Under 30s, the 
Farmers Club, Whitehall

LUCY MCVEIGH
• Head of Longhorn beef 

and arable at Kenton  
Hall Estate

• Gained a business 
qualification at the 
University of East Anglia

• Suffolk Agricultural 
Association Council 
member

TOP TIPS
• Communication is 

paramount
• Be prepared to accept 

change
• Don’t be scared to try – 

you can learn from your 
mistakes

FUTUREPLANNERS

“AS A FAMILY, WE 
HAVE A GREAT 
APPROACH TO 
SUCCESSION – WE 
EVEN TALK ABOUT  
IT OVER BREAKFAST”
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T
he Westmorland 
family’s diversified and 
geographically dispersed 
portfolio of businesses 
was built up gradually 

over the last 45 years. Today, the 
portfolio includes Tebay Services 
and Hotel, Gloucester Services, 
Junction 38 Services, the Rheged 
Centre and Cairn Lodge. 

It all started in 1972 when  
John and Barbara Dunning, hill  
farmers in Cumbria, spotted an  
opportunity when the M6 was  
built, cutting through their farm.  
Sarah, their daughter (pictured 
facing page, right, with sister Jane), 
explains: “At the time, Tebay had 

lost its primary employment as a 
village serving the rail industry, so  
instead of seeing this as a threat, 
they saw it as an opportunity to 
create a new enterprise. They 
joined forces with local business 
partners David and Nicky Birkett, 
and opened a small motorway 
service area with a 30-seat café 
serving home-cooked, locally 
sourced food to passing traffic.”

Since then, Tebay Services has 
extended its offering to passing 
trade to include two farm shops,  
as well as a butchery selling beef 
and lamb produced on the family 
farm. Last year, the north- and south- 
bound Tebay Services had a footfall 
of around four million people.

“My parents started a business 
that was an extension of their 
farming enterprise. So it was based 
on the principles of celebrating 
place, staying close to the family’s 
farming heritage, creating buildings 
that fit in with their landscape, 
using local products and creating a 
business that brought benefit back 
to its local community,” Sarah says.

The business has continued to 
build on those original principles. 

Westmorland Family, Cumbria

Sarah Dunning 
and Jane Lane

“WE WERE VERY 
LUCKY THAT THE 
BUSINESS HAD 
SUCH STRONG 
AND ENDURING 
PRINCIPLES, 
WHICH WE 
WERE ABLE TO  
BUILD UPON”

£92
MILLION

turnover

1,100

4
MILLION

employees, 700 
based in Cumbria

 visitors a year at 
both Gloucester 

and Tebay Services
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Unlike its competitors, it has no 
franchises, but has instead a simple 
offer of a farm shop, working 
with small, craft food producers, 
and a kitchen, where it makes its 
own food. The total business now 
employs 1,100 people, of which 
700 are based in Cumbria.

While Sarah leads Westmorland, 
John and Barbara’s other daughter, 
Jane, who lives in Norfolk, looks 
after the farm in Cumbria. They 
work closely together, both as 
shareholders and through the 
connection between the farm  
and the business.

STRONG PRINCIPLES
Away from her family and their 
business, Sarah worked in London 
for NM Rothschild and then later 
as a headhunter. She then joined 
the Dunning family business in 
Cumbria and, in 2005, when the 
Birkett family retired and sold  
their share in the business back to 
the Dunning family, she became 
chief executive.

It was a very gradual step back 
for her parents while Sarah got 
to grips with learning about the 
business and honing the various 
skills required for the job. In her 
own words: “We were very lucky 
that the business had such strong 
and enduring principles, which we 
were able to build upon.”

BRANCHING OUT
In addition to strengthening the 
existing business, the team was 
keen to explore the opportunity of 
creating another motorway service 
area in a new location.

During the same period, Mark 
Gale, who worked in social 
regeneration in the Gloucester 

area, approached the family  
with a potential business 
opportunity in the Matson area  
of Gloucester to create sustainable 
income for the community and 
job opportunities for local people. 
The Dunning family’s interest 
was piqued, and from this idea 
came a long-lasting partnership 
that resulted in the development 
of Gloucester North and South 
Services on this motorway.

As with any development, there 
will always be some challenges. 
The partnership bought land from 
two farmers, but securing planning 
permission for their planned 
development on a greenfield site 
was a “sensitive challenge”. As 
well as new motorway service areas 
being subject to the guidance and 
regulations of Highways England, 
the proposed site flanked an Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty and 
so faced significant challenges in 
terms of landscape impact.

The team set about appointing 
expert designers and landscape 

architects to find the best ways 
to minimise the impact on the 
landscape, resulting in the inclusion 
of a ‘green roof’ in the plans to 
make the new service station 
look like part of the landscape. 
In addition, a bespoke seed mix 
was used to reflect the natural 
vegetation of the local area.

Apart from addressing 
environmental concerns, the plans 
also guaranteed a significant 
level of local sourcing and local 
employment, with a guarantee to 
provide opportunities to the long-
term unemployed in the locality.

“We persevered and secured 
planning permission after a judicial 
review and subsequent appeal 
was launched by specialist interest 
groups. We stuck by our convictions 
in what felt like a David and Goliath 
challenge,” Sarah says.

Today, Gloucester Services 
matches the annual footfall at 
Tebay Services, with four million 
visitors each, and employs  
400 people.

CUSTOMER CARE
The Westmorland Family business 
has a workforce of more than 
1,100 people, with an annual 
turnover of around £92m in the 
last year. But success is not just 
about impressive numbers, it’s 
also the quality of the service 
offering as experienced by their 
customers. Continuously gauging 
their customers’ overall satisfaction 
and loyalty to their brand is a vital 
management tool, as it highlights 
areas that can be improved. 
Underlying the success of the 
business is a deep ethos.

Sarah explains: “Our family’s 
approach to our business was 

borne out of a commitment to 
connecting people with place. 
Ensuring that our whole team 
of colleagues feels part of this 
purpose is absolutely key to  
our success.”

Following the business’ growth – 
and in particular its evolution into 
a more geographically dispersed 
business – they decided to bring 
new skills into the team. As a 
result, Katherine Davis, who is  
from a multi-site retail background, 
is now the chief operating officer 
and Sarah has become the 
business’ chair.

WHAT LIES AHEAD?
Looking to the future, Sarah 
recognises that there is still much to 
do in their existing businesses. She 
says: “Maintaining an innovative 
offer and our high standards is an 
ongoing pursuit. We have to spot 
trends and the ever-changing tastes 
of our market, and adapt to them.”   

That said, the business is also keen 
to identify new motorway service 
area opportunities, providing they 
are the right fit for the business and 
will help it become stronger at what 
it does. It does not want to pursue 
growth for growth’s sake. ■

FUTUREPLANNERS

SARAH DUNNING
• Started running the family business in 2005, after working  

in the City for NM Rothschild and then as a headhunter
• Was CEO of Westmorland from 2005-2017 and is now  

Co-Chair

JANE LANE
• Following an MSc in marketing, worked in advertising then 

publishing in London
• Is responsible for the family livestock farm in Cumbria
• Chairs the Family Board of Westmorland

SARAH AND JANE’S TOP TIPS
• Know what success means to you as shareholders
• You’re only as good as the team you work with
• Persevere: nothing worthwhile is ever easy

“MAINTAINING 
AN INNOVATIVE 
OFFER AND  
OUR HIGH 
STANDARDS IS 
AN ONGOING 
PURSUIT”
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fresh food bags 
for local low-

income families 
each year

Mercer 
Farming 
employs

 in Staffordshire 
and the Midlands

and 6,000 acres in 
New South Wales

9,000
105
PEOPLE

5,800
ACRES

farm in Staffordshire, building 
on the legacy of their great-
grandfather who farmed Shorthorn 
cattle and pedigree Large White 
pigs on 200 acres.

When Roger took over the farm 
from his father at just 26 years of 

age, he mixed the safer option 
(arable and dairy) with some risks 
(pigs and potatoes). “We have 
never been afraid to have a go, and 
this has been a key factor in the 
expansion of the business. But we’ve 
also not been afraid to pull out. We 

made investments in strawberries 
and butcher shops, but stopped 
both when they weren’t working.”

CHANGING TIMES
Adapting with the times has been 
essential. Roger explains: “We 
came out of cows in the 1990s 
and out of potatoes in 2005. 
These were cut-and-dry business 
decisions, but emotionally they 
were tough changes to make.” 

The most effective 
investments in land-
based businesses 
usually form part of 
long-term plans, a fact 

that can give rise to a complex 
challenge: passing the business 
from one generation to the next. 
In Staffordshire, Roger Mercer 
and his three sons – Tom, Robert 
and Alec – have navigated an 
impressive growth and investment 

programme linked to succession 
planning, which has successfully 
brought in the talents, ideas and 
enthusiasm of the next generation, 
while continuing to make the most 
of Roger’s experience, skills and 
business nous.

The business includes interests 
in farming, land management, 
commercial property, storage 
and renewable energy. As Roger 
explains: “Our core business is 

farming, but we are focused on 
making investments that protect 
and enhance the family capital.”

VARIETY SHOW
Mercer Farming farms 5,800 acres 
in Staffordshire and the Midlands, 
with the farm a mix of arable, pigs 
and chicken, as well as 6,000 acres 
of arable in New South Wales, 
Australia. Roger’s sons will be the 
fourth generation of Mercers to 

Mercer Farming, Staffordshire and the Midlands

Roger Mercer

FUTUREPLANNERS

“WE HAVE NEVER BEEN AFRAID TO HAVE A 
GO, AND THIS HAS BEEN A MAJOR FACTOR 
IN THE EXPANSION OF THE BUSINESS”
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With his sons completing their 
education, Roger wanted them 
to have the same opportunity of 
making their own business decisions 
from an early stage. The time was 
right to set out new plans for the 
business to grow securely, creating 
a business model that enabled and 
encouraged succession by the  
next generation, all the while  
putting to the fore the family’s 
commitment to the environment  
and to the local community.

Roger sums up his attitude 
towards the relationship between 
their long-term investment plans 
and the succession of the business: 

“It’s a fairly common perception 
that succession is all about giving 
assets to the next generation. 
Really, it’s about giving control.”

The family followed an 
investment strategy based on 
spreading assets, ensuring a 
distinction between land/property 
and farming, and maintaining 
a focus on return on capital in 
each enterprise. The result has 
been the development of several 
new business strands that sit 
alongside the existing farming and 
property operations: most notably 
Packington Pork, Packington 
Poultry and Packington Free Range.

The success of the Mercer family’s 
investment approach is self-evident. 

FUTUREPLANNERS

The family business now employs 
105 people. Packington Pork, 
with Robert as managing director, 
was launched in 2004 and now 
has 10,000 outdoor breeding 
sows, and 4,500 pigs are sold to 
M&S weekly via Cranswick, with 

another 650 a week sold directly to 
butchers and farm shops. 

Alec is managing director of 
Packington Poultry, which was 
launched in 2007. The business sells 
free-range chickens and cockerels 
through independent butchers. 
Packington Free Range was  
formed in 2006 and supplies  
160 butcher shops.

DIVERSE CONCERNS
As well as being a director of 
Mercer Farming, Tom has his 
own business, MOMA Foods. 
This healthy breakfast business 
launched in London in 2006, and 
is now sold in supermarkets across 

about farming, farm animals and 
the environment on their  
land, receives visits from schools 
every day of the summer term. Last 
year, the business reached more 
than 4,800 schoolchildren. 

Through the impressive  
FarmFresh Revolution programme, 
the business delivers fresh meat, 
vegetables and fruit to low-income 
families via local schools every week. 
The aim of this programme is to 
help educate and inspire families 
about healthy eating, nutrition 
and diet, and FarmFresh deliveries 
amount to 9,000 bags of fresh 
produce each year.

Similarly, Mercer Farming’s 
investment in nature and the 
environment is plain to see. Part of 
the National Forest, the business 
has planted more than 80,000 
trees in the last 20 years and it was 
the first LEAF Marque assured pig 
and poultry business in UK. 

Roger is rightly proud of all that 
Mercer Farming is achieving, but 
he makes a crucial point: “We 
can only support nature and the 
community, investing our time, 
effort and finances, if we are 
profitable as a business.”

He adds: “One of the benefits 
of encouraging my sons to take a 
leading role in the business is that 
it allows me to be more involved 
in work to support the farming 
industry more widely.” Roger spent 
four years as chairman of governors 
at Harper Adams, and has been 
chairman of Nuffield International.

By creating an investment plan 
linked to a business model designed 
to work now and long into the 
future, individuals within the 
Mercer family have been allowed 
to develop their potential. With 
oversight through a family board 
structure, proposed projects are put 

to the board and the business case 
discussed before the board makes a 
decision. While some of the growth 
of the business has come about 
as a result of early planning, other 
areas of growth have happened as 
opportunities have arisen.

Roger explains that a question 
he asks himself all the time is: “Am 
I proud of what we are doing?” 
The answer is a simple one: “I’m 
very proud of the growth of the 
business and our community 
projects, and particularly that over 
the past 10 years the efforts of the 
next generation have been central 
to that growth.” ■

ROGER’S TOP TIPS
• Treat land and property 

ownership as separate 
from farming

• Allow young people to 
have a go

• Be proud of what you do

ROGER MERCER
Roger Mercer took over the 
family farm in Staffordshire 
at 26 years old, and has 
grown the business through 
investment in farming and 
diversified interests. Roger 
is an industry leader and 
has held roles including 
chairman of governors at 
Harper Adams and chairman 
of Nuffield International

the country, as well as airlines, 
offices and high-street shops.

However, the investment 
programme has not focused solely 
on growing the bottom line. The 
Mercer family is committed to 
investing time, money and passion 
into projects that benefit their local 
community. The education centre, 
where the children learn more 

“IT’S A FAIRLY COMMON PERCEPTION 
THAT SUCCESSION IS ALL ABOUT GIVING 
ASSETS TO THE NEXT GENERATION. 
REALLY, IT’S ABOUT GIVING CONTROL”
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PLACE
SHAPERS

Land and rural business owners are uniquely 
positioned to shape the countryside, whether 
through farming, or through the provision of 
housing, infrastructure and employment.

And yet there remains an untapped 
opportunity to harness the potential of the 
countryside to deliver economic growth and 
create vibrant places where people want to live 
and work. To achieve this, there are inevitably 
challenges to overcome, such as making 
investments in designated land, winning hearts 
and minds when development is involved, and 
not least negotiating a planning system that can 
be unduly rigid.

In this chapter, we look at four businesses 
that have successfully invested in place shaping, 
delivering sustainable communities in the 
countryside that have a thriving future ahead.

Henry Brooks’ Tatton Group has injected 
fresh life into the community surrounding the 

Cheshire town of Knutsford through mixed-
use developments and that staple of the rural 
community, a pub (page 44). In Gloucestershire, 
Nicholas Wills has invested in digital connectivity, 
making the rural idyll of the Miserden Estate 
into an attractive base for both families and 
businesses (page 48).

In West Sussex, Richard Goring has had great 
success developing a whole estate plan for the 
Wiston Estate in tandem with the South Downs 
National Park Authority, setting a model that 
other rural businesses can follow (page 52). In 
Northumberland, Mark Bridgeman is realising 
a housing development in the Northumberland 
village of Embleton, following an opportunity he 
identified after changes to the National Planning 
Policy Framework in 2012 (page 56).

Each of these examples offers a model for 
how to approach place shaping as a long-term 
investment. 

42  Inspiring Investors    2018

WE LOOK AT FOUR BUSINESSES THAT 
HAVE SUCCESSFULLY INVESTED IN PLACE 
SHAPING, DELIVERING SUSTAINABLE 
COMMUNITIES IN THE COUNTRYSIDE
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H
enry Brooks is a 
new breed of estate 
manager. Having 
worked at his parents’ 
Tatton Estate since 

the 1990s, Henry set up his own 
business, Tatton Group, to help 
add value for clients through a 
variety of divisions: Tatton Property, 
Planning & Utilities, Tatton Locations 
& Film Studios, Tatton Events & 
Weddings, Tatton Stays (short lets), 
Tatton Works (shared office space), 
and Tatton Tech (anchored around 
ultrafast broadband).

Henry’s grandfather, Harry, was 
a successful shopkeeper, buying 
the small estate at Peover in 1940 
where Henry’s parents still live, and 
later, the parts of Tatton Estate 
that were not bequeathed to the 
National Trust. Harry and Randle 
Brooks added commercial and retail 
properties around the affluent 
Cheshire town of Knutsford to 
the portfolio, and it was these 
that gave a young Henry his first 

experience of development when 
challenged to let a unit left derelict 
after the bankruptcy of a tenant. 

“I suggested we combine 
the units and try to attract a 
supermarket,” explains Henry. 
“Despite being told by the agent 
at the time that ‘it won’t work and 
they won’t want it’, we ended up 
with a bidding war between Tesco 
and Sainsburys. Aged little more 
than 18, challenging conventional 
wisdom was difficult, but it has 
given me the confidence to do so 
on many occasions since.”

FORMATIVE YEARS
After a spell in Europe working in 
financial accounting at Pirelli tyres, 
Henry then worked for Australian 
investment bank Macquarie out of 
Singapore. It proved a formative 
period in both his business and 
personal development. He explains: 
“Two lessons that I thought at the 
time had absolutely zero use to a 
rural Cheshire estate proved  

Tatton Group, Cheshire

Henry Brooks

PLACESHAPERS

“CLA MEMBERS 
IN PARTICULAR 
ARE UNIQUELY 
PLACED TO HELP 
SOLVE ONE OF 
THIS COUNTRY’S 
GREATEST SOCIAL 
ISSUES, WITH 
A LONG-TERM 
APPROACH TO 
GUARANTEE 
COMMUNITIES AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
OF REAL QUALITY 
WHILE ACTUALLY 
MAKING A VERY 
HEALTHY PROFIT, 
MAKING IT A 
TRUE WIN-WIN 
SITUATION”

The group has 
secured more than

of investment

£5m

3,000 
JOBS

and £1bn to the 
economy by 2030

It aims to contribute

300
Tatton Group has 
helped to create 

more than

new jobs in the 
last two years
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more relevant than I ever 
imagined. Working for an Australian 
bank taught me the importance of 
bluntness and candour, as well as 
believing very little is impossible.”

It was also during this relatively 
short career in finance that he saw 
the value of always having transition 
plans when taking on assets, which 
applies as much to derelict farms as 
it does to turning around Thames 
Water or buying a toll road in 
Guangzhou (former Canton). 

HEART OF THE MATTER
The estate has deep roots in the 
surrounding villages. To many, the 
heart of a rural community is its 
pub, but the village of Bostock 

on which his grandfather acquired 
permission to develop as retail. A 
proposal of a “rather nice” Queen 
Anne style parade was vetoed by the 
Fine Arts Society, which was statutory 
consultee and demanded something 
modern, which Henry describes 
as a rather ugly 1960s carbuncle. 
With only a touch of humour, Henry 
says: “Amazingly it is a commercial 
success, which is rather unfair as 
something unattractive really ought 
to be a dismal failure.”

The lesson here, says Henry, is:  
“Be stubborn. Don’t go the easy 
way, but have the fight because 
history will be your judge.” 

COMMUNITY SPIRIT 
It is not surprising that he sees 
the Prince of Wales, and his work 
in creating new communities in 
Poundbury and Nansledan, as  
an inspiration.

Indeed, the Tatton Group is going 
through the planning process 
on behalf of Tatton Estate for 
two new residential-led, mixed-
use developments, together 
hopefully delivering not just 
500 new homes, but complete 
communities. Having successfully 
promoted their allocation with the 
Cheshire East local plan, and able 
to benefit from existing or planned 
infrastructure, both new villages 
aspire to comprise genuinely mixed 
use, sustainable development 
with high-quality landscaping and 
architecture. The plan will provide 
mixed retail and commercial 
opportunities, and enhance leisure, 
sport and community facilities – 
possibly including a much-needed 
new medical centre for the area. 

Success to Henry is not simply 
financial. With five children, he has 

Green simply had an empty 
social club in a historic building. 
Unsurprisingly, Henry saw obvious 
potential, although others didn’t 
immediately. After patiently 
keeping it derelict for over two 
years while waiting for the right 
occupier, the property was taken 
on a 50-year lease by restaurant 
group Brunning & Price, which 
in exchange for rent concessions 
completed a £2m transformation 
and extension of the building into  
a thriving and successful village pub 
with an excellent reputation far 
beyond the immediate community, 
creating some 60 jobs. 

Challenges can appear from 
anywhere. Introducing charging on 

more than an eye on the future. 
He says: “Nearly everything we 
do has a double bottom line. Yes, 
absolutely there’s a commercial 
drive, but this is our home. We live 
here, work here, our children go to 
school here and we want to leave it 
better than we found it.”

FACING THE HOUSING CRISIS
His plans for the future are 
ambitious. “The housing crisis is 
very acute and very real, and it’s 
led me, with a number of other 
far more intelligent and influential 
people, to set up an organisation 
called Creating Communities. 

“The idea is to bring large 
landowners – be they institutions 
or private estates – together with 
long-term sources of finance and 

a town car park risked community 
rancour at the time, but the positive 
outcome is that people who come 
to spend money and support local 
businesses can now park. When it 
was free, commuters parked first 
thing in the morning and stayed all 
day, taking up crucial space. 

Henry is matter of fact about the 
trials and tribulations of business: 
“We have got into a few scrapes, 
learned a lot of lessons, made 
many mistakes and we’ve backed 
off from some things. But we have 
also learned to have the confidence 
to fight for what’s right even if it 
isn’t very popular at the time.”

He cites the example of Canute 
Place in the centre of Knutsford, 

developers with a genuine interest 
and commitment to placemaking 
and quality in the long term. We 
aim to show government – and 
local government in particular – 
that new, large-scale settlements 
developed in partnership with large 
landowners are a huge part of the 
solution to the housing crisis. I think 
CLA members in particular can help 
solve one of this country’s greatest 
social issues and do something of 
real quality that not only benefits 
the nation, but also helps families 
secure finances to secure their own 
futures – a true win-win situation.”

CLA members should count 
themselves lucky to have Henry 
Brooks as such a passionate 
and positive ambassador for 
landowners. ■

HENRY BROOKS
• Managing director of 

the Tatton Group, the 
umbrella organisation 
for Tatton Property, 
Planning & Utilities, 
Tatton Locations & Film 
Studios, Tatton Events & 
Weddings, Tatton Stays, 
Tatton Works and  
Tatton Tech

• Returned to Cheshire 
to become involved 
with the family estate 
after a spell working 
in Singapore with 
Australian investment 
bank Macquarie

• A passionate ambassador 
for the estate, the 
community around 
Knutsford, the county of 
Cheshire, the North West 
region and the Northern 
Powerhouse concept

HENRY’S TOP TIPS
• Aim for flexible change of use on an empty unit. Invariably, 

the best tenants who pay the best money want something 
yesterday. If you’ve already got permission for any use, you 
are unique because everyone else has got to wait for it

• Never underestimate the importance of investing in 
relationships to influence change

• When looking at the economy in a rural area, especially 
with Brexit looming, every farm, every estate and every CLA 
member should have a transition plan saying what they are 
trying to achieve and how to get there



FUTUREPLANNERS

www.cla.org.uk  4948  Inspiring Investors   2018

per annum
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The biomass
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TO
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Nicholas Wills

M
iserden Estate, 
situated among 
the rolling hills 
at the heart of 
the Cotswolds 

countryside, is a traditional estate 
with a Jacobean manor and 
beautifully landscaped gardens 
at its centre. It’s the epitome of 
English charm, but until recently 
it was clear that without major 
investment it would not fulfil its 
true potential as a thriving and 
dynamic rural community. It is a 
challenge that Nicholas Wills, who 
took over the reins from his father, 
Major Tom Wills, in 2017, has 
grasped with relish.

After university, Nicholas spent 
10 years in the Coldstream Guards, 
where he rose to be Company 

Commander. Joining the Army 
was not an automatic choice, he 
says. “I was really keen to stay in 
agriculture, but I realised that by 
doing that I probably wouldn’t 
ever leave the county, let alone the 
country. So I joined the Army to 
gain wider experience and broaden 
my horizons.”

That experience has given him 
the confidence to “jump in feet 
first” when modernising the estate. 
At the age of 34, he feels he has 
the energy to change the way the 
business runs.

TECH CHALLENGE
Many would see Miserden’s ‘off 
the beaten track’ location as a 
significant challenge, particularly 
in terms of attracting commercial 
tenants. This is summed up by the 
fact the village was once given 
the title of having “Britain’s worst 
broadband speeds”.

Nicholas has changed that with 
the implementation of superfast 
broadband and the installation of 
a mobile 4G mast, situated on the 
approach into the village. It has 

been instrumental in attracting 
tenants both commercial and 
residential. He had the foresight 
to make the most of it when the 
roads were dug up during the 
installation of a huge new biomass 
system. With the footings in place, 
he decided to implement fibre-
optic broadband for the village. 
“We installed a blank conduit to 
enable fibre-optic cables to be 
subsequently drawn through,” he 
says. The installation of the mobile 
mast was achieved by encouraging 
a commercial operator to take 
advantage of government support 
for a site that would have otherwise 
been considered unviable.

By the time he left the Army, 
Nicholas had already embarked on 
the project to install the biomass 

Miserden Estate, Gloucestershire

“MODERN 
ESTATES HAVE 
TO HAVE A 
COMMERCIAL 
OUTLOOK AND 
REALLY LOOK 
AT ENTERPRISES 
THAT AREN’T 
PROFIT MAKING”

PLACESHAPERS
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heating system that today 
serves 38 properties. Engagement 
with the tenants was crucial. “We 
held a number of meetings in the 
village hall. It was important to 
get the tenants on side with such 
a huge project,” he says. But with 
the promise of reducing tenants’ 
heating bills, it was clearly a win-
win project. The heating system 
was initially run off bought-in 
softwood, but now it runs on 
hardwood from the estate’s forest.

Elsewhere, unused barns, 
previously part of the estate’s dairy 
enterprise, are being transformed 
into light industrial units. One recent 
conversion has brought challenges 
of its own. Its idyllic location on 
the hilltop overlooking the valley 
has views to inspire and will create 
a fantastic working environment. 
However, daily checks from bat 
conservationists significantly held 
up work, as did the long winter. To 
mitigate the concerns, bat access 
points were installed in the roof 
of the converted barn appeasing 

SYMPATHETIC APPROACH
Nicholas has always been clear 
about wanting to maintain the 
integrity of the estate. “I want 
to retain what is important: I 
want to work with what we’ve 
got here,” he says. “You need to 
be sympathetic. It’s a complete 
balancing act. Modern estates 
have to have a commercial outlook 
and really look at enterprises that 
aren’t profit making – you have to 
drill down and work out what will 
break even.”

This includes farming – the sheep 
flock is being increased from its 
former 370 ewes to 1,200 by 2020. 
There are currently 865 ewes and 

the bat conservation officer while 
making little impact on the look of 
the building. 

Other unused barns are being 
converted or utilised for new 
projects – the former cattle housing 
is now used as the drying store for 
woodchip, while another barn now 
houses a stonemasonry commercial 
tenant, for example.

NEW IDENTITY
In addition to its 77 residential 
properties and 31 commercial 
tenants, the estate has an 11-
acre garden, which is open to the 
public six days a week. A key part 
of Nicholas’ strategy has been to 
rebrand the estate. “It sounds very 
corporate, but it meant giving us a 

Nicholas is honest in admitting the 
smaller flock was unsustainable.

In future, he will be making more 
use of the estate trees for biomass 
heating and future renovation or 
build projects, and he also hopes 
to be able to sell a small quantity 
of firewood. He wishes to continue 
building on the relationships his 
father built with the tenants and 
plans to convert more buildings 
and further improve Miserden’s 
growing commercial community.

With its rural surroundings, 
thoroughly modern building 
conversions and high-speed internet 
and mobile coverage you’d expect  
to find in a city, Miserden is 

unified identity,” he says. As well as 
broadening the appeal of the estate 
to a wider demographic, the rebrand 
has been the springboard for other 
things, including a new website and 
the introduction of social media.

The garden’s opening hours 
were doubled and two unused 
greenhouses were converted to 
house the café. Nicholas also saw 
the opportunity for Miserden 
Nursery, which specialises in 
herbaceous perennials. “The 
nursery is an entirely independent 
operation run by commercial 
tenants. They were happy to run 
it in partnership with the garden 
and café, as well as take on the 
Miserden brand ethos.”

A pop-up restaurant has also 
been introduced, giving chefs 
from all over Gloucestershire 
the platform to show off their 
culinary skills. “It enables them to 
work without the overheads of a 
restaurant,” Nicholas says.

In the first year, garden visitor 
numbers have increased from 
1,900 per annum to 7,500.

increasingly appealing to commercial 
tenants and a younger demographic 
that wants to raise families and build 
business in a vibrant, connected 
countryside community.

“Community is central to 
everything we do – we need to keep 
people in rural jobs,” Nicholas says.

His passion for the estate is 
clear and the changes he has 
implemented since taking over 
have been significant, but they 
have not eliminated the traditional 
feel of the estate. Today, it is a 
vibrant, inspiring village with all the 
beauty and charm you expect of 
rural Cotswolds. Nicholas is indeed 
a place shaper. ■

NICHOLAS WILLS
• Owner of the Miserden Estate
• Ten years in the Coldstream Guards where he rose to be 

Company Commander before returning to Miserden in 2017
• Studied agriculture at Newcastle University

NICHOLAS’ TOP TIPS
• Teamwork is important. Maintain relationships with 

everyone, including your tenants, your contractors and staff
• Create a balance between the time spent behind the desk 

working on solutions and ways forward, and getting stuck 
in and getting your hands dirty

• Always do your market research when establishing  
new enterprises

“COMMUNITY 
IS CENTRAL TO 
EVERYTHING WE  
DO – WE NEED 
TO KEEP PEOPLE 
IN RURAL JOBS”
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Richard Goring

R
ichard and Kirsty Goring, 
owners (together with 
Harry and Pip Goring) of 
the Wiston Estate in West 
Sussex, feel strongly that 

the estate and its land are gifts to 
be looked after for the community 
and for the future. This sense of 
responsibility and stewardship forms 
the basis of how they manage and 
invest in the estate, and for the 
vision for its future they have now 
set out in a whole estate plan. 

Richard explains: “Understanding 
our story and the cost of protecting 
heritage assets has influenced each 
and every aspiration, commitment 
and programme of works that 
the whole estate plan articulates. 
The plan ultimately brings these 
investments together into our 
roadmap to 2030.”

Of Wiston Estate’s 6,100 acres, 
around 70% is farmland and 20% 
forestry (of which 40% is ancient 
woodland). The estate includes a 
winery launched in 2008, 11 farms 
(nine in agri-environment schemes) 
and 22 businesses, as well as four 

Sites of Importance for Nature 
Conservation and one Site of 
Special Scientific Interest. There are 
38 listed buildings, including Grade 
I Wiston House, and 13 scheduled 
ancient monuments. 

VISION FOR THE FUTURE
The plan looks at the holding in its 
entirety, setting out a vision and 
action plan from back in 2017 
to 2030. It explores the estate’s 
heritage, assets, and its place within 
the community and the ecosystem, 
as well as the challenges it faces, 

visions for the future, commitments 
to the community and action plans 
for specific investments.

Much of the estate sits within 
South Downs National Park, a 
relationship that not only frames 
the content of the whole estate 
plan, but also, in part, drives 
its very purpose. As Richard 
explains: “By working closely 
with the national park authority 
in the plan’s development and, 
crucially, securing the authority’s 
endorsement of the plan, we 
have created a framework for a 
constructive relationship between 
Wiston and the authority for many 
years to come.”

By benefiting from a greater 
understanding of the context 
and narrative behind planning 
applications, the park authority  
is able to view a single application 
within the perspective of the  
whole plan and understand more 
about the commercial realities of 
running an estate. Both Wiston 
Estate and South Downs National 
Park Authority (SDNPA) have  

Wiston Estate, West Sussex

Wiston Estate 
turnover

Number
of staff

Size of 
business:

£3.2m 27 6,100
ACRES

“THE WHOLE 
ESTATE PLAN  
IS HELPING US 
TO MAKE THE 
BEST DECISIONS 
ON INVESTING 
IN THE ESTATE 
FOR THE LONGER 
TERM IN A  
FAST-CHANGING 
WORLD”
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welcomed the potential for a 
simpler, swifter planning process.

While the opportunity to plan 
for the future together with the 
national park was an important 
reason to invest in the whole estate 
plan, it was not the only reason for 
Richard and Kirsty. Richard explains: 
“Creating the holistic plan brings 
together considerations about the 
commercial sustainability of the 
estate with the future for tenant 
farms, local communities, heritage, 
ecosystems and visitors. It is helping 
us to make the best decisions on 
investing in the estate for the longer 
term in a fast-changing world, see 
day-to-day decisions in the longer-
term context and provide clarity 
between generations by defining  
the aims and ambitions of managing 
the estate.”

Richard points out that while the 
vision will be different for every 
estate, they are working towards 
a specific aspiration that by 2030, 
the Wiston Estate will be: 
• A place for people, with 

housing and facilities that meet 
the needs of those of all ages 
and backgrounds

• A place for nature, where 
careful stewardship enables and 
enhances networks of habitat 

also demonstrated why the estate 
needs to create value elsewhere to 
fund repairs to the historic barns 
and other assets. The real test for 
the plan will be its ability to enable 
these value-adding permissions  
and raise the capital to invest  
in the sustainable future of these 
historic assets. 

REAPING REWARDS
The value has been clear for the 
SDNPA, too. Since endorsing the 
Wiston plan, it has worked with 
landowners within the park to 
develop and endorse three more 
whole estate plans.

In addition, using the completed 
plan, Richard has been able to 
develop detailed business and 
cashflow plans to sit alongside the 
whole estate plan. He says: “The 
next step, from a management 
perspective, is to grow the team 
with the skills needed to deliver  
the individual programmes  
and the overall ambitions.” 

As well as the programme 
to secure the future use and 
maintenance of the redundant 
barns, the plan includes 
programmes to invest in the 

set within valued landscape  
and heritage

• A place for productivity, 
craftsmanship and business, 
where people can generate 
the income required to support 
a good quality of life for 
themselves and their families

• A place without waste,  
where everything matters  
and the potential of people, the 
land and our built environment 
is optimised

• A place for learning and 
exploration, where people benefit 
from time to think, and learn 
from each other and the (built 
and natural) world around them

NO MEAN FEAT
The actual development of the plan 
was not without its challenges. 
The process took 18 months from 

creation of a rural business 
park anchored by the winery, as 
well as housing, creating a new 
retreat centre using a listed barn, 
enhancing access by connecting 
existing rights of way, developing a 
water-quality strategy and creating 
an environment bank. 

Investing in the whole estate 
plan has created an invaluable 
framework for Wiston Estate 
through to 2030, designed to drive 
the success and sustainability of 
this historic estate without limiting 
the possibilities for the future. ■

its start to receiving endorsement 
from the SDNPA. 

Richard says: “It involved a 
significant survey to define local 
housing and employment needs, 
and consultation with local 
stakeholders, as well as a very 
significant investment of time 
alongside the usual day-to-day 
management of the estate.”

Richard received support from 
Rural Solutions, an independent 
consultancy specialising in helping 
rural landowners maximise the 
potential of their land and assets. 
This support helped provide 
structure and bring coherence to 
what can be a complex process. 

One year on from its 
endorsement by the SDNPA, the 
Goring family’s investment in 
the whole estate plan is already 
showing its worth.

The action plan detailed in 
the whole estate plan includes a 
programme of investment to help 
secure the viable future use and 
maintenance of redundant barns 
across the estate. The creation of 
the whole estate plan has helped 
secure the SDNPA’s endorsement 
of the principle and programme for 
giving the redundant barns a future 
use, and to build new farm buildings 
suitable for modern agriculture. This 
project is now underway. The plan 

RICHARD GORING
• Manages Wiston Estate 

and oversees business 
development and future 
direction, including the 
farming operations, winery, 
woodland and property

• Was a carpenter in 
London before travelling 
throughout the west coast 
of Canada with his wife, 
Kirsty, working on organic 
farms and vineyards

• Chairs an environmental 
stewardship charity, which 
engages young people 
in the preservation and 
enhancement of the 
surrounding landscape

RICHARD’S TOP TIPS
• Identify a timeframe – the 

Wiston whole estate plan 
needed to look far enough 
ahead to achieve its aims, 
while still leaving flexibility 
for future generations to 
make their own decisions

• Be open to feedback – 
the Wiston whole estate 
plan benefited from good 
ideas from members of 
the Goring family and 
from local stakeholders 
who brought a valuable 
external perspective

• Ask for external practical 
help – asking a good 
professional adviser to 
help enabled Richard 
to remain disciplined in 
keeping to the project 
timescales and prevented 
unnecessary delays

“UNDERSTANDING OUR STORY AND 
THE COST OF PROTECTING HERITAGE 
ASSETS HAS INFLUENCED EACH AND 
EVERY ASPIRATION, COMMITMENT AND 
PROGRAMME OF WORKS THAT THE WHOLE 
ESTATE PLAN ARTICULATES. THE PLAN 
ULTIMATELY BRINGS THESE INVESTMENTS 
TOGETHER INTO OUR ROADMAP TO 2030”
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C
hanges to the 
National Planning 
Policy Framework 
in 2012 prompted 
Mark Bridgeman 

to look into an opportunity 
for a housing development in 
the Northumberland village of 
Embleton, which, over the last  
100 years, has undergone a 
number of expansions. 

At the time it was assessed as 
a sustainable village. However, 
to maintain this status, it had 
to grow to accommodate more 
homeowners and affordable 
units. Mark, with the help of a 
planning consultancy, started out 
by submitting an initial plan with 
a view to expanding the northern 
part of the village, with outline 
permission granted in 2014.

From the outset, Mark, along 
with planning consultants Fairhurst, 
engaged with both the local parish 
council and the local community 

to look constructively at ways to 
accommodate and address their 
concerns.

PERFECT PARTNERS
Cussins, a house builder based 
in Alnwick, was selected over a 
large national developer. “Bringing 
on board a local builder, with a 
solid track record and excellent 
reputation, was the cornerstone in 
building a strong partnership from 
the outset,” says Mark. “In Cussins, 
I identified an excellent partner, 
as our respective interests were 
aligned by a joint commitment to 
manage costs and to ultimately 
drive sales.”

In December 2017, the last  
of 39 homes, of which six are 
affordable, were built on this site, 
while all units were sold from 
plan before the last house was 
complete.

The success of this development 
can be traced to partnering  

Creighton Place, Northumberland

Mark Bridgeman

£11m

10 
AFFORDABLE

The site includes 

properties

50
PEOPLE

on site during  
the project

the total cost of 
the project

“IT IS WORTHWHILE INVESTING TIME IN 
IDENTIFYING THE BEST-FIT PARTNER 
TO WORK WITH BEFORE MAKING 
ANY FINANCIAL INVESTMENT”
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in a local nature reserve and public 
amenities in the village.

UTILITIES TROUBLE  
The joint venture encountered  
challenges in terms of both  
the cost and provision of the 
development’s infrastructure  
with regard to roads and utilities. 
Mark says: “Never underestimate 
the cost of establishing 
infrastructure. This included 
installing an electricity sub-station 
on site, a road junction and a 
complex drainage system. For us, 
this amounted to roughly 40% of 
the total cost of developing the site.

“Dealing with utility companies 
can also be cumbersome, as you 
have to deal with monopolies 
that don’t always appreciate the 
risks vested in small developers 
and are not good at working to 
a set timeline, whether that is BT 
Openreach or the electricity or 
water utilities,” explains Mark. 

with local professionals and 
contractors. Mark and Cussins  
had built up a mutual 
understanding of what each 
party would contribute from 
the start as part of this joint 
venture. While Mark provided the 
land with planning permission, 
Cussins brought its development 
experience to the project, as well 
as its local reputation regarding the 
marketing and selling of built units.

“We instituted monthly 
management meetings and 
reporting. While I did not get 
involved in day-to-day project 
management, I was keen to be 
involved in decisions such as 
the building materials, size and 
design of the houses, and their 
connectivity,” says Mark.

COMMUNITY FOCUS
“Success for me will be seeing the 
local village thrive. Of course, any 
small-scale development will have 

Sometimes challenges can be 
turned into positive outcomes. 
Connectivity in rural communities 
is a big issue and can be a serious 
impediment to growth. While 
there was fibre to the village’s 
telephone exchange, the speeds to 
properties on the last leg of copper 
wire were not great. Through a 
meeting with the chief executive of 
Openreach, Mark discovered that 
the company was due to reduce its 
fibre to the property threshold from 
200 new build houses to 30. The 
development therefore qualified 
and Mark managed to cancel the 
initial legacy copper phone lines 
that had been ordered and get 
Openreach to upgrade the new 
site to full fibre. This means that 
the houses on the site now benefit 
from fibre to the premises (FTTP), 

which can generate superfast 
broadband speeds of up to 
300Mbps, which is better than  
in most city centres and future 
proofs them for years to come.

Mark part-funded the 
development through a loan 
against his farm business, as 
opposed to a traditional building 
loan, which would have been more 
costly. He says: “We part-funded 
the project as we went along, 
and all properties were sold off-
plan, which enabled us to reduce 
the debt on the project. We also 
speeded up the building process 
by using modern timber frames 
instead of block work.”

The second stage of development 
at Creighton Place, which has 

a commercial element to it, but it 
should always be balanced with a 
community-minded vision.”

Dealing with councils, especially 
on planning and related issues, can 
be challenging. Northumberland 
County Council wanted to take all 
the Section 106 affordable housing 
allocation as an offsite payment, 
but Mark insisted on keeping as 
much on site as possible to help 
enhance the sustainability of 
Embleton. He wanted to promote 
home ownership through discount 
houses for sale as part of the 
affordable housing allocation, 
leveraging the Government’s ‘Help 
to Buy’ scheme, rather than just 
affordable rental homes. 

The affordable houses were sold 
at a 30% discount to the market 
value to local people who met the 
council’s criteria. The 30% discount 
will be maintained in perpetuity. 

A total of £32,000 of the Section 
106 funds were also used to invest 

recently received approval, will 
entail a further 16 houses, four 
of which will be affordable, 
which is more than the 15% 
affordable housing requirement 
set by Northumberland County 
Council on such developments. It 
was Mark’s decision to build more 
affordable houses, arguing that it 
is essential to accommodate local 
people in the area.

LANDSCAPE SENSITIVE 
“After existing residents expressed 
concern about the impact of 
this second development on the 
landscape, we have included in our 
plans a woodland buffer between 
first and second stages,” Mark 
says. “We will also soften the 
village edge by planting trees and 
shrubs in the field bordering the 

development.”
In addition, none of the  

proposed houses will be more 
than one and a half storeys high 
to minimise their visual impact. 
Furthermore, they will only be sold 
to permanent residents in order 
to overcome the understandable 
concern that houses are bought as 
second homes or holiday lets on 
the Northumberland coast.

Further down the line, Mark  
is investigating the building of 
seven or eight houses to rent,  
for the estate to retain, on an 
infill site in the village of Christon 
Bank. The goal would be to 
accommodate local workers,  
not to sell them or rent them  
as second homes. ■

MARK BRIDGEMAN
• For the last 13 years has 

managed the Fallodon 
Estate in Northumberland, 
which consists of an 
in-hand farm, let farms, 
woodland and biomass, 
tourism, let properties  
and housing development

• After Durham University, 
spent 19 years at Schroders 
as a fund manager. He 
is now on the board 
of three London-listed 
investment trusts and is a 
trustee of the Weston Park 
Foundation

• Elected CLA Deputy 
President in November 
2017 and has been actively 
involved with the CLA for 
the last 11 years

MARK’S TOP TIPS 
• Don’t be afraid to get 

directly involved yourself. 
You can better influence 
the outcome and share 
in the success. However, 
clearly this comes with 
more risks than just  
selling to a developer

• Source local and 
experienced contractors 
and professionals – build 
solid, mutually beneficial 
relationships with them

• Engage with local 
stakeholders, including the 
parish council and local 
community, to understand 
and mitigate concerns

• Consider part-funding 
your project as you go

“SUCCESS FOR ME WILL BE SEEING  
THE LOCAL VILLAGE THRIVE”

PLACESHAPERS
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RURAL BUSINESSES HAVE LONG-TERM 
HORIZONS AND A SENSE OF MISSION

Looking to the future 

MANAGING INVESTMENT RISK
A key element to increasing 
investment is minimising risk.  
The provision of the basic 
infrastructure on which rural 
businesses depend, including 
universal mobile and broadband 
connectivity, is vital. Giving 
certainty to allow businesses to 
plan with confidence is another 
crucial element and, most 
importantly, this means setting out 
a clear timetable for the transition 
from the Common Agricultural 
Policy to the new post-Brexit policy.  

Rural businesses have long-term 
horizons, a sense of mission and 
identity, and a deep understanding 
of their markets. The investment 
they make can have benefits for 
the wider community and the 
business for generations. They 
are also nimble, with the ability to 
make quick decisions and react to 
changing circumstances. However, 
family businesses also face their own 
challenges, particularly ensuring 
growth and planning for succession. 

SUCCESSION
For the younger generation, there 
needs to be the incentive to live 
and work in what can be remote 
locations. There also needs to be 
opportunity to access the training 
and skills they require to enable 
them to contribute to the business. 
These issues need to be addressed 
as the Government’s Industrial 
Strategy develops.

T
his report showcases 
some of the very best 
examples of investment 
by rural businesses. 
They are delivering 

jobs and growth while providing 
communities with a sustainable 
future. It is because of similar 
investments, which so often 
take place without fanfare or 
recognition, that the rural economy 
will thrive and challenge towns and 
cities as the place for new ventures. 

COMMUNITY BUILDING
Rural landowners have a unique 
ability to transform how their local 
communities live, work and feel. 
They are responsible for providing 
housing and workspaces, often in 
areas ignored by the public sector.

They look after the infrastructure 
that creates vibrant communities, 
such as village halls, shops and 
pubs. And they manage the  
local environments, wildlife 
landscapes and heritage that 
contribute to people’s sense  
of happiness and wellbeing. 

But creating a place with its own 
identity needs the right mix of 
economic, social and environmental 
activity. Getting this right requires 
extensive consultation with those 
living and working in the area. 

At the other end of the  
business, older members of the 
family will need to be helped 
to retire with dignity, and to 
pass on their knowledge and 
experience. Planning authorities 

need to be much more sympathetic 
to retirement homes in open 
countryside that farmers and  
others can move to, so freeing  
up accommodation for the  
next generation. 

TAXATION AND RELIEFS
Tax is particularly important. 
Family businesses tend to be 
unincorporated, yet they compete 
against many enterprises that  
enjoy the fiscal benefits of 
incorporation. This discrimination 
needs to end. It is also vital 
that they continue to benefit 
from crucial reliefs that ensure 
businesses can pass from one 
generation to the next without 
long-term business and investment 
plans being compromised.

Policies such as these will  
ensure that rural businesses have 
the stability and confidence to 
invest for the future, and continue 
to generate jobs and growth 
for the UK economy alongside 
delivering wider environmental  
and social benefits. ■

Once the desired balance has been 
decided, it needs to be made clear, 
which is why it is vital that every 
authority has an up-to-date local 
plan in place.

The new enterprises will need 
to be sustainable over the long 
term. The pubs, village shops and 
various other amenities on which 
communities depend should not 
be put at risk through excessive 
business rates. Moreover, the 
planning system must support 
rural businesses to invest in their 
communities through a clear and 
effective policy. 

DIVERSIFICATION
Diversification by rural businesses 
has resulted in myriad livery, 
property and tourism enterprises 
across the countryside. However, 
Brexit will ultimately see the  
end of agricultural support 
payments, which means that rural 
businesses will need to learn to 
become even more market facing 
in their outlook.

Farmers will be able to derive 
an income under the new ‘public 
money for public goods’ policy, 
but many businesses will still need 
support in order to adapt to the 
change. The proposed Shared 
Prosperity Fund, which will be 
a crucial source of money for 
rural development post-Brexit, 
will need to ensure that funding 
opportunities remain available for 
rural businesses. 

THE PROVISION OF BASIC INFRASTRUCTURE 
FOR RURAL BUSINESSES IS VITAL

CONCLUSIONS
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 CREIGHTON PLACE

2 HENRY BROOKS 
 TATTON GROUP

3 SARAH DUNNING &  
 JANE LANE WESTMORLAND

4 JONATHAN FELL 
 THE ICE CREAM FARM

5  RICHARD GORING
 WISTON ESTATE

6  EMILY & LUCY MCVEIGH
 KENTON HALL

7  ROGER MERCER
 MERCER FARMING

8 EDWARD MILBANK 
DODDINGTON NORTH

9  TOM RAYNHAM
 RAYNHAM ESTATE

10  SEAN TAYLOR
 ZIP WORLD

11  MERYL & EMMA WARD
 UNCLE HENRY’S

12  NICHOLAS WILLS
 MISERDEN ESTATE


