W H I T E PA P E R

Landowners
and Rewilding

JUNE 2020

Lockdown has led many to enjoy the
nature on their doorsteps. Pollution
levels in towns and cities have
plummeted, wild species are thriving,
and goats have roamed the streets of
Llandudno. Many agree that this is a
positive outcome from an otherwise
challenging period, focusing hitherto
distracted minds on the need to
address the imbalances in our
natural environment.
For those who’ve been campaigning to
encourage nature to re-establish itself
across parts of Britain—rewilding, in other
words—this is good news. Even before the
pandemic, energy behind the concept was
gathering strength. Last year, landowner
Isabella Tree's book, Wilding, reached
the Sunday Times best seller list; Collins
Dictionary shortlisted 'rewilding' as word
of the year; all the major political parties
endorsed it as part of their general
election campaigns.
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As property buyers and advisors, we’re
increasingly being asked about the drive to
rewild, even during these months of lockdown.
But the coronavirus pandemic has thrown
a spotlight on the nation’s food security.
What does the future hold for rewilding?
Here’s what we’ve learned so far:

Who is interested in rewilding?
Today, fifty private landowners or landowning
organisations in England, with a total of 86,500
acres, are rewilding or seriously considering
rewilding. Many well-known projects are
already under way.
The concept is generating interest among
our landowning clients at all stages—those
who are established or expanding landowners,
as well as those buying their first estates.
To give a typical example, we are working
with a family in the Welsh Marches who are
farming organically on their better-quality
and lowland soil but leaving the uplands to
largely rewild. As a result, they will benefit
from the three modern demands of food
security, public access and environmental
or natural capital exposure.

Some are motivated by environmental
concerns and want to do their bit whilst
others see the subsidy writing on the wall.
The Environmental Land Management
Scheme, expected to be piloted from late 2021,
will pay farmers and landowners for public
goods and access; early estimates suggest
that ¾ of farms will see reduced profits under
this new scheme.
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Is rewilding a rich man’s game?
Yes and no. There are eccentric examples:
Paul Lister, the multimillionaire heir to the
MFI fortune, was eventually thwarted in his
endeavours to allow wolves and bears to
roam around his (ring-fenced) 50,000-acre
Scottish estate by right to roam legislation.
He is nevertheless rewilding his estate and
believes that greening the planet is a “matter
of life and death”. Anders Povlsen, the Danish
businessman, is taking steps towards his
vision of rewilding on parts of his estate of
89,000 acres in the Highlands, by clearing
the land of deer and sheep to encourage
the native woodland.
On a medium-sized scale, is it privileged
middle class romanticism? Until the Brexit
vote, we’d have said yes. But now that
the Government is supporting a more
productive, low-carbon farming sector, it
can make financial sense for some—but not
all—landowners, to investigate rewilding.
What is clear—and has been reinforced in
the current climate—is that no one is
suggesting giving over the rich, fertile soils
of East Anglia for rewilding. Food production
remains paramount. Yet it’s worth underlining
that half of the UK’s farmland, the uplands and
low-grade pastureland, produces just 20% of
the UK’s food. At the end of 2019, the former
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We’re working with next generation
estate owners, some of whom are
starting to think about rewilding
projects—they just don’t want to
upset apple carts by doing it now.

Despite the recent concerns over food security
in this country, we believe we’ll start seeing
more of the British landscape rewilded
for another reason: the views of the next
generation. Our children will drive forward
this change by the choices they make—many
are already eating less red meat and, if this
continues, the need to farm arable crops
intensively for animal feed will diminish.
We’re working with next generation estate
owners, some of whom are starting to think
about rewilding projects—they just don’t
want to upset apple carts by doing it now.
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chief scientific adviser to the UK stated this
would be better used for other public goods,
including rewilding.

How does rewilding work financially?
Knepp is the best-known example of an
estate that has rewilded—and profitably.
Their rewilding project began in 2000 and
generated approximately £1.25m of income
in 2018 through sales of organic meat,
wildlife safaris, rent from converted
cottages or farm buildings as well as
glamping holidays. The figure includes just
under £200,000 in subsidies. Would it be
controversial to say that to make a small
fortune out of rewilding, one needs to start
with a large fortune at the outset?
Pushing aside the still unknown figures
when it comes to post-Brexit subsidy
payments, for landowners in the right
areas, nature or “eco” tourism is booming.
In England, £21 billion is spent every year;
with question marks hanging over how much
foreign travel will be allowed, this trend, in
the short term at least, has to grow once
lockdown measures are relaxed.
Crucially, Knepp is accessible for wealthy
nature-starved Londoners (it’s a 40-minute
drive) but others could also benefit—just
look at the interest in events such as “dark
sky” festivals, drawing tourists to remoter
parts of the British Isles to escape the rat
race or do a digital detox.
Not everyone is in a position to do a Knepp,
however. And it’s unusual in that the whole
estate has been rewilded. In our experience,
clients are only looking to rewild upland or
marginal farmland—possibly linking up with
neighbouring farmers and landowners to
rewild tracts or create rewilded corridors or
farm clusters. This way, they are in a position
to attract the new type of subsidy alongside
continuing their main farming business or
getting on board the eco-tourism band wagon.
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What are the aims of rewilding?

There are various misinterpretations around.
Here’s the official definition: “rewilding seeks
to reinstate natural processes and, where
appropriate, missing species allowing them to
shape the landscape and the habitats within.”
Current understanding is that in order to turn
biodiversity issues around, 5% of the total land
mass of Britain (1m ha or nearly 2.5m acres)
needs to be rewilded by 2100 (70% of land in
Britain is currently farmed in some way).

What will the impact of rewilding
be on land values?
We don’t anticipate that land values will fall
away. The population is growing, we all need
to eat so, if there’s a good farming business,
or potential for one, farming will continue on
productive soil and values will be maintained.
Landowners can focus rewilding efforts on
less productive ground—and earn Green
brownie points (subsidies) and develop their
Natural Capital in the process.

What will the classic landed estate
look like in 2040?
There are three reasons why we believe
wildlife conservation—and, in its extreme
iteration, rewilding—will feature in some
way on a classic estate in 20 years’ time: our
clients who buy land or estates do so not just
to enjoy them as an amenity but also out of a
desire to take on the responsibility of looking
after the land. Clearly land management
plays a large role in improving biodiversity.
Secondly, the Government is obviously
moving to financially supporting farmers and
landowners who undertake initiatives that
address these concerns through the post-CAP
subsidy payments. And, finally, we see the
younger generation taking steps to ensure
theirs is one that takes up the mantle to
reverse the effects of climate change.

