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T he horticulture industry is 
hoping it will play a key role 
in the government’s 
much-anticipated food 
strategy after the advisory 

board was announced in March. 
The 14 names, who will be chaired by 

food security minister Daniel Zeichner, 
include familiar faces such as England’s 
chief medical officer Chris Whitty, 
Food Foundation executive director 
Anna Taylor and Sainsbury’s chief 
executive Simon Roberts. Sam 
Godfrey, who has served on the NFU 
Sugar Board, is the sole farmer 
representative, though there are also 
appointments from food suppliers 

FOOD FOR 
THOUGHT
The appointment of an advisory board represents the 

next step towards the publication of a major national 

food strategy. Michael Barker reports

Food strategy

including McCain, Kerry Foods and 
Greencore, among others.

Defra said the cross-government 
food strategy “will restore pride in 
British food by ensuring a food system 
that backs British food, grows the 
economy, feeds the nation, nourishes 
individuals, and protects the planet, 
now and in the future”. 

The board’s role is to advise on a 
clear vision and framework for change.

‘Goals depend on strong 
farm businesses’
The NFU welcomed the establishment 
of the board but stressed that it will 
only be successful if the right policy 

framework for the farm 
businesses producing the raw 

materials is in place. 
“The primary focus of the new 

food strategy and the advisory 
board needs to be economic 

growth,” said NFU President  
Tom Bradshaw. 

“Without that, businesses the length 
of the supply chain, including farms, 
will be unable to focus on the other 
themes outlined for the strategy. 
Without profitable farming businesses 
it will be difficult for the strategy to 
realise its other goals of maintaining 
food security, boosting environmental 
delivery and securing the supply of 
healthy produce."

For the NFU, sustainability group 
lead Jack Watts is driving the work on 
the food strategy, and he notes that 
numerous other ongoing strategies and 
consultations – such as those looking 
at the Land Use Framework, 
profitability, and the government’s 
25-year farming roadmap – are all 
interlinked with the goals of the food 
strategy itself.

The ‘horticulture paradox’
The key for the NFU is that joined-up 
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What does the business do?
We are a family-run, pick-your-own 
farm with a farm shop, restaurant and 
function space in West Yorkshire.

What do you grow?
We grow, raspberries, blackberries, 
gooseberries, sweetcorn, rhubarb, 
asparagus, pumpkins, apples, pears, 
and also sunfl owers and tulips, all of 
which is pick-your-own except for 
asparagus, which is easy to grow but 
diffi  cult to pick, so we do that 
ourselves to sell in the shop, and the 
rhubarb, which we tend to sell in the 
shop or put to use in the kitchen.

How does that work throughout 
the growing season?
In April and May we have fi elds of 
tulips with areas for people to walk 
around, photograph and enjoy and also 
the fi elds where they can pick their 
own. We get around 30,000 visitors for 

Pick of the bunch
Horticulture calls at a business where a direct-to-consumer approach goes 

hand-in-hand with a low waste ethos and an array of diversifi cations

Meet the grower Meet the grower

the tulips. Once they are 
over, we cut them just 
under the fl ower head and let 
all the goodness go back into bulb. 
Then I will plant half a million tulips 
across the top next year and it will 
become a fl ower garden, while about 
50% of this year’s bulbs will come back 
and that’s your pick your own. The 
fl ower garden area is for visiting and 
photographing.

In June and July, we move on to 
strawberries, where we have 8km of 
pick your own, plus other soft fruits. 
Then, in August and September we 
hold a smaller sunfl ower festival, 
which attracts 15-20,000 people. 

We fi nish in October with the 
pumpkin festival – we have 50 acres 
of pumpkins, which is huge; we will 
have 100,000 people coming through 
the farm. 

How do you cope with that 
many visitors?
Seventeen years ago, we decided to take 
people out onto the farm, so fi rst of all 

The grower: Ravensknowle Farm
Location: Pontefract, 
West Yorkshire
Crops: Pick-your-own fruit 
and fl owers
Representing the business: 
Co-owner Rob Copley

Rob and Heather Copley are on 
a mission to encourage people 
to buy food that is sustainable, 
fresh, seasonal and local.

The fourth-generation 
farmers have transformed the 
family farm during the past 20 
years by building a farm shop, 
Farmer Copleys, extending the 
shop to include a café and a 
gelato parlour and establishing 
a successful a pick-your-own 
operation. And behind the 
expansion is the ethos of zero 
waste where possible and a 
push to be as environmentally 
friendly as possible by using 
renewable energy, recycling 
and cutting down on food miles. 

The pick-your-own side of the 
farm means people know 
exactly where their fruit and 
vegetables are from – and it’s 
not just strawberries that can 
be picked – throughout the 
season there is a wide range of 
foods, and even cut fl owers, to 
encourage people onto the 
fi elds and engaging with where 
their produce comes from.

we did pick-your-own strawberries and 
they did really well. Then I thought ‘I’ll 
have a go at pumpkins’ and did a 
half-acre. They went exceptionally well 
and the numbers of visitors doubled 
every year until about seven years ago, 
when 20,000 people tried to get in on 
one day – we can cope with about 
12,000 – and we had 10-mile tailbacks. 
It was a big learning curve for the 
business and now we sell e-tickets. 

That’s working well.

How do you grow your 
strawberries?
We used to grow them 
directly in the soil, but issues 

with weeds and slugs meant a 
switch to table-top growing, 

which makes them easier to pick and 
has tripled yield. Growing them on soil 
meant we were always fi ghting 
problems, but now they are grown 
hydroponically using coir. We check 
the temperature regularly, which 
dictates the amount of water we give 
them, ensuring very little run-off  and 
water waste, and we can feed as and 
when we need to. We have a 
personalised feed recipe to fi t our 
water and growth stages of the 
strawberry crops, designed and 
supplied by Hortifeeds. 

What are some of the pest issues 
you have to deal with?
Spotted wing drosophila on 
strawberries is always the biggest 
challenge and the best control is good 
crop hygiene, so prevention rather 
than cure. The removal of many fruit 
agrochemicals licences has made this 
ever-more challenging. The biggest 

“We hold
a  sunflower 

festival which 
attracts 

15-20,000 
people”
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What’s going on

How YOU can 
help improve 
contracts
Engagement from 

growers will be “crucial”, the  
NFU has said, after Defra 
published draft proposals for 
better contracts in the fresh 
produce sector.

The NFU has urged members 
to get in touch to share their 
views. In particular, it wants to 
know how the proposals might 
affect individual members’ 
businesses, what areas need 
improving, and if there are 
unintended consequences that 
Defra needs to avoid.

 “My call to fellow growers is 
this – engage with designing the 
contract regulations,” said NFU 
Horticulture and Potatoes Board 
vice-chair Stephen Shields. 
“Getting this right is critical for 
our businesses.” 
Read our guide from p9.

Spending 
Review 
imminent
The Chancellor 

faces tough decisions in the 
Spending Review – but our 
nation’s food security, which 
ministers have repeatedly said is 
critical to our national security, 
must be a priority. 

That was the message from 
the NFU as Rachel Reeves 
prepared to set out the 
government’s taxation and 
spending plans to 2030, in a 
pivotal speech expected in  
late June. 

Announcements there will 
have big implications across the 
departments and not least for 
Defra and agencies like the RPA. 
The NFU has made a full 
submission to the Treasury.
More at NFUonline. com/spend-
ing-review-submission

Land plan must 
value food
A new, top-level 

plan for how we use our land 
needs to give quantities of 
homegrown food the same 
weight as environmental 
targets, the NFU has said.  

Defra has been consulting on 
its Land Use Framework for 
England, which will support a 
range of decision making. 

In its response, the NFU 
recognises competing demands 
for land. But it stresses that food 
production cannot be 
overlooked, especially in an 
increasingly uncertain world.
Find out more about our 
submission, and particular 
concerns around land used for 
horticulture, from p18.

A snapshot of the NFU’s work for members and developments in the sector

What's been happening...

EA abstraction 
warning
Growers are being 
urged to check the 

terms of their abstraction 
licences and their business 
operations, after the 
Environment Agency warned of 
“enforcement action” on 
breaches. It comes after 
inspectors found several cases 
of unlicensed water abstraction 
in Devon and Cornwall during 
routine checks.

Unmonitored volumes of  
water taken from private water 
sources, such as springs, wells, 
and boreholes, were a particular 
issue, the EA said, raising the 
potential of ‘accidental’ 
infringements.

Dame Batters 
to probe 
profits
The crossbench 

peer, farmer and former NFU 
President, Baroness Minette 
Batters, has been appointed by 
Defra to lead a six-month review 
of farm profitability. 

The work will probe financial 
challenges in the sector, with the 
aim of offering solutions to make 
farming ‘more viable, self-
sustaining and competitive’. 

The NFU has welcomed the 
review, which it said came at a 
“critical time”.

End the digital  
divide - NFU
The government and the 
telecommunications 

industry must double down on 
efforts to address a digital 
divide that is holding back farm 
businesses, impacting food 
security, and putting rural 
workers at risk, the NFU has said.

It comes after the latest 
results from our annual rural 
broadband and mobile survey 
showed little progress on 
levelling up service provision in 
the countryside. 
Read more at NFUonline.com/
hot-topics/infrastructure

Summer 20256
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HORTICULTURE MEMBERS BY SECTOR

5,756
MEMBERS RECEIVE 

HORTICULTURE
QUARTERLY

ACRES BY REGION

NORTH	 11.5%  

MIDLANDS	 36.1%

EAST	 41.1%

SOUTH	 10.3%

WALES	 1%

NFU Horticulture has a 
well-earned reputation 
as the authoritative 
publication for the 

horticulture industry.
Published four times a year it is 

circulated nationally to the 
horticultural members of the 
National Farmers' Union.

These members are the top 

professional growers of 
field vegetables, potatoes, 
protected crops, ornamentals, plant 
raisers, soft and top fruits.

As members of the NFU they tend 
to be the larger, progressive 
growers.

NFU Horticulture is more than 
the voice of NFU policy, each issue 
contains news, views and analysis 

across the sector plus interviews 
with key figures and a balanced 
insight into the industry.

This publication is an exclusive 
benefit of membership and provides 
advertisers with an unparalleled 
opportunity to reach an exclusive 
cross section of the entire 
horticultural market.         

NATIONAL COVERAGE
– MEMBERS BY REGION

For horticulture and potato members of the NFU

Media information Statistics

It’s the only magazine out there that 
covers the whole potato and edible 
and ornamental horticulture industry 
from a growers perspective, and it’s 
current format means it gets passed 
around and read by several people in 
the business. It’s good to have an 
informative publication that you can 
sit down and read, with a cup of tea, 
away from the computer screen

Guy Poskitt

35%
POTATOES

22%
FIELD

VEGETABLES

10%
SOFT FRUIT

15%
ORNAMENTALS

10%
TOP FRUIT

7%
SALAD

MEDIA
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The inclusion of both 
‘agri-tech’ and ‘precision 

breeding’ as key elements 

within the government’s 

Modern Industrial Strategy 

has been welcomed by the NFU and 

largely welcomed by the UK’s dynamic 

controlled environment horticulture 

(CEH) sector. 
However, leaders in this sector  

have warned that in order for it to  

fully benefit, some major flaws in  

CEH’s support system need to be 

urgently  corrected.
The 10-year Modern Industrial 

Strategy, launched in June, forms the 

central pillar of the UK’s ‘growth 

mission’ and should result in a policy 

landscape in selected areas that 

smooths investment and spurs growth.

The NFU made a powerful case 

across departments that UK food and 

drink – a sector that is already worth 

£146 billion to the nation and supports 

more than four million jobs – should  

be included.
It is hoped that the two focus areas, 

agri-tech under an ‘advanced 

manufacturing’ strand and precision 

Technology

breeding as part of a ‘digital and 

technology’ drive, will lead to some 

new opportunities for farmers and 

growers. For example, the inclusion of 

agri-tech should “significantly increase 

the application of automation in 

priority farming sectors, such as 

horticulture, reducing the need for 

seasonal labour,” said the government.

It also stated in the new strategy that 

it would “allocate at least £200 million 

for the Farming Innovation Programme 

(FIP) to 2030, offering targeted funding 

to drive innovation in agriculture. This 

long-term investment will “support 

increasing productivity in the sector, 

progress towards net zero and reduce 

the sector’s reliance on seasonal 

migrant labour in horticulture”.

NFU deputy president David Exwood 

said: “With the right investment, 

farming has the potential to be a key 

driver in future growth and that’s why 

we have been pushing hard for it to be 

included in the Industrial Strategy.”

Gillon Dobie, impact director at 

GrowUp Farms – a vertical farm in Kent 

which, when fully operational, expects 

to produce more than 1.7m bags of salad 

per week by 2029 – welcomed the 

inclusion of the agri-tech and precision 

breeding in the new industrial strategy. 

However, he warns that the government 

should be directly supporting the CEH 

businesses that actually produce the 

food, not just the people/companies who 

are building the tech – otherwise “we’ll 

have a lot of very expensive tech that no 

one is using”.
He says: “Don’t underestimate the 

knowledge and expertise of the people 

who grow vegetables day in, day out, 

who know what tech they require. 

That’s where the support needs to go. 

“We shouldn’t be relying on Spain to 

produce our vegetables. We need to 

produce twice as many vegetables as 

we do now if everyone eats their ‘five a 

day’. For that, we need another 

300,000 hectares [of growing space], 

but without adequate support we’re 

never going to create those 300,000 

hectares, are we?”
In its industrial strategy, the 

government has promised to further 

reduce energy costs for the UK’s most 

energy-intensive industries (EII). Gillon 

emphasises the need for CEH to be 

Rachel Anderson on what the new Modern 

Industrial Strategy might mean for growers

Autumn 2025 33
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Co� ee
This is non-negotiable. I have to start 
the day with a co	 ee… I don't think I 
need to add anything more!

I can't live without

Nick Arnst is the general manager of 

La Serra Ltd, an eight-hectare tomato 

growing operation that is part of the 

Evesham Vale Growers group

My bike
I really enjoy getting out and 
exploring the countryside during 
the weekends, either on foot or on 
two wheels. My bike gives me the 
ability to go farther afi eld and to see 
more things.

Smartphone
My phone allows me to log into 
the climate computer for the 
glasshouse at any time and from 
anywhere. Growing tomatoes during 
winter requires us to constantly check 
in on how the climate in the 
glasshouse is and to react promptly 
to the di	 erent conditions. Without 
being able to check remotely, I 
wouldn't be able to ride my bike…

Autumn 202546
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Technology

included under this EII umbrella to help 
offset the sector’s high energy bills. 

This echoes the NFU’s Horticulture 
Strategy for Growth, which calls for 
the recognition of energy-intensive 
horticulture sectors within current and 
future energy support schemes. The 
Strategy for Growth also requests that 
the grid infrastructure is expanded to 
support investment in renewables, and 
that grid capacity is increased to allow 
businesses to expand production.

Gillon notes that GrowUp Farms, 
which is powered by 100% renewable 
energy from a neighbouring biomass 
energy site, was unable to take 
advantage of the fact that horticulture 
was, a few years ago, included in the 
Industrial Energy Transformation 
Fund (IETF). This UK government 
initiative aimed to help energy-
intensive industries reduce their 
carbon footprint and energy costs. 

He says: “It was only available to 
businesses that had an existing high 
carbon energy demand and used lots of 
fossil fuels. The grant was to help them 
transition from the fossil fuel economy 
to the green economy. We wanted to 
build another way of producing food 
that is low carbon, but the fund was 
not supporting this kind of 
acceleration of the green economy.”

Gillon also highlighted that the 
high-tech CEH sector often misses out 
on key funding because it falls under 
an outdated Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) code linked to the 
‘growing of vegetables and melons, 
roots and tubers’.

“That could be anyone. That could 
be a market garden,” says Gillon. 
“Because of SIC code classifications, 
the government cannot seem to 
support businesses that want to adopt 
high technology.”

Grid-locked
Tristan Fischer, founder of the 
pioneering vertical farming business 
Fischer Farms, which produces short 
leaf salad crops and herbs, 
acknowledges that the government has 
been very supportive in helping his 
firm sell its pioneering technology to 
third parties abroad. However, the 
grower notes that more support from 

the government is required to make 
the investment in renewable energy 
(including wind and solar power) 
easier for the CEH sector in the UK. 

Tristan says such support should 
include, for example:
• the removal/reduction of 

additional energy costs like green 
levies, 

• access to the grid as a priority, and 
• assurance that when growers need 

to export excess green energy to 
the grid, they can do so on an 
unfettered basis.

He reveals that Fischer Farms had 
intended to run its second farm, which 
is based in Norwich and started 
production in 2023, solely on solar 
energy, but its plans were delayed. 

“We have planning permission for 
solar power and a grid connection 
– but the high grid curtailment [that 
restricts the export of excess energy if 
the grid cannot accommodate it] has 
been preventing us from building the 
solar farm. After much negotiating it is 
now going ahead, but it’s two years 
behind schedule.”

He adds: “It’s worth noting that 
almost the entirety of the agricultural 
sector gets some form of subsidy from 
the government, but vertical farming 
gets nothing. And that is not a very 
level playing field.”

Meanwhile, horticultural engineering 
and construction specialist  

Cambridge HOK has just completed a 
£2m, net-zero, state-of-the-art 
glasshouse for the University of Lincoln, 
somewhere that is cited in the 
Industrial Strategy as a ‘leading 
agri-tech innovation institution’.

A key feature of the building is 
geothermal ground-source heating 
technology to lower its carbon 
footprint. Helpfully, the project was 
funded by a £1,333,000 grant from 
Greater Lincolnshire Local Enterprise 
Partnership, with £888,666 from the 
University of Lincoln.

Patrick Harte, joint managing 
director of Cambridge HOK, says: “The 
glasshouse heating system is 100% 
renewable. The facility is going to be 
used for tomato and strawberry 
research, and, in it, they’re trialling 
some innovative new types of glass to 
improve light and light transmission 
and heat retention.”

He notes there are commercial 
growers in the sector who would like to 
invest in this type of renewable energy 
or build more glass to produce more 
food – but they can’t easily obtain the 
kind of capital they require to invest in 
it, particularly since the closure of the 
Renewable Heat Incentive (which paid 
growers who installed renewable heat 
generation equipment). 

Patrick also agreed that grid 
connections are not always easily 
available to upgrade or acquire – and 
they can be prohibitively expensive,  

Technology

to the point where they can kill  
the investment. 

He says: “I think the government has 
been slowly changing legislation, but 
broadly we need real support, 
particularly for horticultural 
businesses, to get lower-cost grid 
upgrades as part of a food strategy. 
that would be really helpful.”

Capital ideas
Roly Holt, a second-generation tomato 
grower from the Evesham 
(Worcestershire)-based family 
business R&L Holt, explains that 
there’s a lot of frustration amongst 
growers in his sector. They want to 
invest in their businesses because they 
can see that there’s a market for their 
produce, but the capital investments 
are too high.

“It’s just difficult times to expand at 
the moment, particularly as there are 
limited funds available to us,” he says. 
“There are various innovation grants 
available, but they’re so competitive. 

“For example, in the recent round of 
grants, which closed earlier this 
summer, just 15% of the applications 
have been given the opportunity to go 
to the interview stage. So, 85% of the 
applications were unsuccessful because 
of the limited funds available.”

Roly also points out that UK growers 
receive less financial support than those 
in mainland Europe. “UK growers who 
are wanting to invest in LED lighting, 
for example, are competing with 
European businesses, which get up to 
100% grants for LED lighting.”

He adds that growers are dealing 
with challenges such as sourcing 
labour, increased labour costs, and (for 
tomato growers) adjusting to 
producing varieties that are resistant 
to tomato brown rugose fruit virus. He 
also notes that the majority of “lit 
production” sees tomato growers still 
generating their own power on site via 
a combined heat and power unit. 

“We have a mixture of renewables on 
all our sites,” he explains. “So as part 
of a mix, they’re good, but you can’t 
rely on renewables on their own. The 
only way that would work is if there 
were contracts available for renewable 
sources at sensible prices.”

Edward Kimberley, NFU Energy 
account management team leader, 
says: “There is absolutely merit for 
horticulture to be in the Energy 

Intensive Industry (EII) list. Looking 
at statistics from the Climate Change 
Agreement scheme in 2024, 
horticulture ranked 22nd for most 
energy intensive out of 47 other 
industries. It’s specifically worth 
noting that poultry ranked 21st and 
malting 23rd. Both of these industries 
are on the EII list. 

“Looking at one pepper growers’ 
2024 data, they produced around 
10,000 tonnnes of peppers and the 
energy used to grow their crop was 
13,750kWh/t. The relief on standing 
charges that EII businesses can claim 
through the Network Charging 
Compensation (NCC) scheme broadly 
brings standing charge levels in line 
pre Targeted Charging Review (TCR) 
in 2023. 

“For example, one tomato grower in 
March 22 paid £19,000 in standing 
charges – which in March 2025 rose to 
£35,000. 

“Applying the relief available via 
NCC they would have paid £21,000, 
bringing their costs broadly back in 
line with pre-TCR.”

Edward adds: “There are a lot of 
growers waiting to see what the 
government will do in terms of 
successors to the Renewable Heat 
Incentive, Feed in Tariff, and 
Renewable Obligation schemes. Whilst 
Ofgem has indicated that the Green 
Gas Support Scheme is seen as the 
successor to the RHI, it represents a 
large investment and thus very little 
take-up by growers. 

“Several grants have been aimed at 
the horticulture sector, but the criteria 
have generally been on innovation, so 
simply using these grants to add solar 
hasn’t been applicable. However, the 
government is clearly looking to use 
these grants to break down barriers in 
horticulture that prevent more 
renewables being used. 

“There is also a new window opening 
imminently in the Climate Change 
Agreement scheme for horticulture 
which can provide significant relief on 
tax for eligible gas and electricity used 
on site. NFU Energy administrates the 
scheme on behalf of the horticulture 
sector,  so feel free to reach out to us 
how this can help your business.” P

“UK growers who are 
wanting to invest in LED 
lighting are competing 
with European businesses, 
which get up to 100% 
grants for LED lighting”
Roly Holt, R&L Holt

GrowUp Farms, is powered by
100% renewable energy from a
neighbouring biomass energy sit e

Roly Holt
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