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TRADE

I t’s fair to say British horticultural 
growers have never been major 
players on the international stage. 
While whisky, salmon, cheese and 
even seed potatoes from these 

shores are recognised internationally, 
British fruit and vegetables have largely 
been conspicuous by their absence.

The stars may just be aligning for that 
to change, however. 

The government has been 
enthusiastically pushing exports for a 
number of years, but it has reached a 
new level recently with two signifi cant 
announcements to boost British 
prospects overseas. 

First, it unveiled what it called a 
‘bounce back’ plan to help the agriculture, 
food and drink sectors recover from 
Covid-19, with a package of measures 
to help SMEs in particular capitalise 
on trade agreements currently being 
negotiated with Japan, the US, Australia 
and New Zealand. 

Then, just as signifi cantly, it created a 
new Trade & Agriculture Commission, 
with members including the NFU. While 
a key part of the mission there will be to 
help safeguard the standards of domestic 
producers, it is also tasked with advising 
on trade and helping to advance British 
interests abroad.

It all adds up to a compelling case for 

growers to consider 
global markets as the 
sector looks to build 
on solid recent growth 
in the export of British 
fruits and vegetables. 

A WATERSHED MOMENT?
According to newly-released 
Defra fi gures, in 2019 some 
£155 million of fruit and £128m of 
vegetables were exported by British 
growers, up from £96m and £97m 
respectively in 2015. While fruit and 
veg imports dwarf exports by a factor 
of around 16, it underlines new interest 
among growers and the fact that 
exporting could become a valuable part of 
their portfolios.

AHDB International Market 
Development Director Phil Hadley 
believes the Covid-19 crisis has given 
companies an opportunity to consider 
how they operate going forward. 

“It’s a bit of a watershed moment in 
terms of reviewing your operations,” 
he said. “Some businesses may decide to 
explore export market opportunities a bit 
more keenly, because it might give them 
more diversifi ed risk going forward. If 
you’ve got a customer base that isn’t all 
UK retail, and includes some European 
retail and even further afi eld, then 

“THERE ARE
OPPORTUNITIES
AROUND THE WORLD,
BUT OUR STARTING
POINT IS TO GET THIS
DEAL DONE WITH THE
EU, SECURING THAT
DEAL FIRST AND THEN
BUILDING FROM THERE”

whatever happens in 
one individual market 
means you’ve mitigated 
the risk to a degree.”

EASTERN PROMISE...
The levy body has 

carried out consumer 
research looking at attitudes 

to British products around the 
world. Mr Hadley said it shows there are 
opportunities in countries like China, 
Singapore and Hong Kong, where rising 
disposable incomes, a growing middle 
class, higher prices and a favourable 
perception of British product lends itself 
to exports. 

The Middle East is regarded as another 
fertile market due to the relative wealth 
of the locals, a sizeable expat community 
and the presence of retailers such as M&S 
and Waitrose. And British growers are 
already making inroads in both markets: 
apple growers, Richard Hochfeld and 
The Orchard Fruit Company, have found 
custom in East and Southeast Asia in the 
past couple of years, while Norton Folgate 
and Bardsley England are selling their 
British cherries in Oman. 

... BUT THE EU COMES FIRST
Such long-haul exporting remains the 
exception rather the norm and, of course, 

relies on growers fi nding customers 
willing to pay high prices for premium 
product. Instead, Tori Morgan, the 
NFU’s EU exit and international trade 
adviser, believes they should be looking at 
markets closer to home. 

“The EU is our closest trading partner 
and it’s a huge market right on our 
doorstep,” she said. 

“Some 82% of exports from the 
horticulture sector went to the EU in 
2018 and we are lobbying for as free and 
frictionless a deal as possible.

“There are opportunities around the 
world but our starting point is to get this 
deal done with the EU, so for a sector 
like horticulture, where the bulk of the 
exports are going to the EU, securing that 
deal fi rst and then building from there is 
the sensible place to start.”

Ms Morgan believes that for 
horticulture, where perishability 
is a major issue, certain crops lend 
themselves better to exports. 

For the US market, for example, 

HORTICULTUREHORTICULTURE

beetroot, celery, radish and spring onion 
are among the crops hardy enough to 
make the journey and in demand enough 
to make an impact when they get there. 

ANOTHER OPTION 
A number of British fresh produce 
companies, including Richard Hochfeld, 
BerryWorld, Jupiter Group and Fresca, 
have taken another route, establishing 
joint ventures with grower partners 
abroad to strengthen their import 
capabilities as well as supplying foreign 
markets in-country.

The keys to success, experts agree, 
are in thoroughly researching the target 
market, ensuring the correct paperwork 
and insurance is in place, carefully 
assessing the logistics plan, ensuring your 
intellectual property is protected, and 
gradually building the relationship with 
new clients overseas. 

There is plenty of help available from the 
likes of Department of International Trade, 
AHDB and the Animal and Plant Health 

It won’t be the answer for everyone, 
but for those growers who are interested 
in expanding their horizons overseas, 
there have never been so many ways 
to get involved.

Get the latest trade news at NFUonline.
com/farm-business/

A selection of British fruit & veg

EXPORTING 
BRITISH 
PRODUCE... 
OR BRITISH 
EXPERTISE?
Not everyone is convinced that 
exports are a panacea. 

John Giles, a divisional director at 
consultants Promar International, 
said the Covid-19 pandemic has 
underlined why British growers 
should be focusing on the domestic 
market as a fi rst port of call.

“Historically we are not a 
recognised exporter of horticultural 
products in the way some other EU 
countries are,” he said. 

“For some agri-food products, 
like dairy, there’s maybe a better 

rationale, but in horticulture, we 
should be looking more at replacing 
imports. I think Covid-19 will 
encourage people to look at the 
robustness of their supply chains – 
shorter, more localised supply chains 
are part of the way forward.”

While exports could fi t in is as part 
of a wider, more diversifi ed customer 
base, Mr Giles stressed it can take 
a considerable time to build up 
the knowledge and connections to 
operate in international markets. 

Instead it could be in the area 
of knowledge and expertise that 
British growers, R&D and training 
organisations have the most 
global potential. 

“There’s big growth in the agri-
tech area,” Mr Giles continued. 

“In the UAE, for example, they 
really want our supply chain 
expertise in areas like water 
management, and food security.

“British expertise is recognised 
globally, so it’s not just your 
products, but your brainpower as 
well. A lot of that is driven by the fact 
we have world-class retailers, who 
have placed a level of demand on 
suppliers to be sustainable. The best 
growers in the UK, as a result, have 
learnt how to deal with that.”

British growers have been slow to explore export 
opportunities in the past, but as Michael Barker 
fi nds out, that is all starting to change

£283M
OF FRUIT AND VEG
WERE EXPORTED

IN 2019

“COVID-19 WILL 
ENCOURAGE PEOPLE 
TO LOOK AT THE 
ROBUSTNESS OF THEIR 
SUPPLY CHAINS”
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Hard work, sheer grit 
and determination pay o�  
for dairy farmers
On farm in Carmarthenshire with Annie and Liam James

‘SHE WHO DARES...FARMS’ 
RETURNS

Keynote speakers announced 
for this year’s event
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Farming Wales writer Debbie James visits the Llewellin family at Trewarren Farm, 

Pembrokeshire, for a look behind the scenes of the arable business that scooped the 

NFU Cymru/Wynnstay Sustainable Agriculture Award last year

Soil health and biodiversity 
central to success of award-
winning family farm

Debbie James
Freelance Photographer and Journalist

Main Feature

Improved soil life and crop cover resulting from 
a managed tillage approach to growing cereals 
is having a dramatic effect on populations of 

birds and other wild animals at a Pembrokeshire 
arable farm.

The Llewellin family’s well-practiced approach 
of minimising soil disturbance by doing only what 
is needed according to fi eld conditions on the day 
is not only consuming less diesel, but is inevitably 
benefi cial for soil health and biodiversity at 
Trewarren Farm, St Ishmaels.

A recent head count of ladybirds revealed fi ve 
different species and a butterfl y spotter totted up 12 
different kinds.

By disturbing as little soil as possible, populations 
of deep burrowing worms have also increased and 
the soil’s water fi ltration properties have improved.

“It is incredible what we see when we are working 

in the fi elds,” says Jim, who farms with his wife, 
Christine, and son and daughter-in-law, Jason and 
Rosalyn. “I am no ornithologist but I do notice a big 
range of different kinds of birds.”

Managed tillage facilitates good agronomy, such 
as timely operations, and improves the overall land 
husbandry on this coastal farm.

It is therefore possible for the business to grow 
crops productively and profi tably while mitigating 
environmental harm.

The catalyst for the system was a Less Intensive 
Farming and the Environment (LIFE) course that 
Jim attended in the 1990s at the Agricultural 
Research Centre at Long Ashton.

“It was around the time when straw burning was 
banned and we wanted ideas on what we could do 
with our straw,” Jim explains.

The knowledge he gained and shared, on reducing 

Above: The Llewellin 
family pictured with the 
NFU Cymru/
Wynnstay Sustainable 
Agriculture Award
Right: Jason Llewellin in 
a fi eld of wheat

“As farmers we need to continually adapt, some of the 
cultivation methods we are employing are helping but 
one of the reasons we are not going down the no-till 
route is the threat of the loss of active ingredients”
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TALKING NET ZERO  
Secretary of State learns 
about farming’s net zero 
ambitions 

Farm works in partnership 
with nature to deliver for 
the environmentthe environment
Joining NFU Cymru Brecon & Radnor County Chairman
Geraint Watkins on farm near Llanwrtyd Wells

UPLAND FARMING 
SURVEY

Have your say on the Vision for 
Welsh Upland Farming 
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