






GrowHow held its annual conference on  
14 May at the East of England Showground  
in Peterborough taking the theme ‘Helping 
British Farmers Grow’. Guest speakers  
included the NFU President, Peter Kendall 
and Cranfield economist, Séan Rickard  
(see page 1). The mood of the conference 
was one of realistic optimism. In political  
circles, the food and farming sector is 
gaining in importance and, according  
to a recent survey, the general public’s 
perception of farmers is much more 
positive. For more from the conference, visit 
the news section at www.growhow.co.uk.

“Our political relevance is coming back,”  
said NFU President Peter Kendall.  

“Since becoming President I have had 
unbelievable access to government.  
Have I always got what I wanted? – No! Do 
I think farming is becoming more relevant 
to government? Absolutely yes! However, 
if we are to keep our political relevance, we 
are going to have to produce more and 
impact less”. 

Peter outlined some of the challenges 
farming faces in achieving this goal. In the 
1930s, the Ministry of Agriculture asked

farmers to grow more and they responded. 
In the 1980s, things changed with quotas 
and set-aside but change has come again. 
The clear message from EU Agriculture 
Commissioner, Mariann Fischer Boel, is to 
grow more. However, in England, Defra 
continues to seek to take land out of 
production through voluntary set-aside, 
which is why Mr Kendall is urging farmers 
to get behind the NFU CLA Campaign for 
the Farmed Environment, as a practical 
way to retain the environmental benefits 
of set-aside.

He also saw Research and Development 
(R&D) as vital to producing more and 
impacting less but pointed out that 
publicly-funded R&D spend had 
plummeted. Calling on the government 
to incentivise private companies to invest 
more, he applauded the research 
GrowHow is doing to support best practice 
and highlighted the need for farmers to 
use inputs wisely. He also stressed the 
importance of retaining fertiliser 
manufacturing ability in Britain. “We need 
to work together to find ways  
to reduce the volatility of input prices  
and manage risk better,” he said.

Public’s perception 
of farmers is positive
The Conference included an entertaining 
interactive session in which delegates  
were able to vote on a number of 
questions and, through the wonders of 
modern technology, the audience’s vote 
was instantly compared with original 
survey results. 

Asked ‘How does the public describe  
British Farmers?’, the audience’s 
expectations were that the public would 
choose ‘moaners’, ‘hardworking’ and ‘well 
paid’ as their top three attributes. In fact, 
public perception was much more positive. 
The public selected ‘hardworking’ (78%), 
‘down to earth’ (43%) and ‘professional’ 
(40%), with 30% opting for ‘enterprising’.

Helping British 
Farmers Grow

Speaking at the conference, GrowHow’s 
Ken Bowler explained how last year’s 
dramatic market volatility was a reflection 
of the global nature of the fertiliser business. 

“Whilst for UK farming, fertiliser is 
big business, in world terms, the UK 
represents a tiny percentage of the  
400 million tonnes of fertiliser used 
globally,” he said. 

Summer 2008 saw massive price hikes  
in commodities – oil, gas and metals,  
as well as fertilisers. This was driven by 
rising demand and economic growth, 
especially in China and South America. 
However, fertiliser production capacity is 
finite and new production facilities are 

costly, taking years to bring on-stream.  
Thus, last year’s demand seriously 
outstripped supply leading to rapidly 
increasing global prices. 

The market response to higher prices, 
along with the global recession,  
led to a downturn in fertiliser demand 
by Christmas. Producers turned off 
production and prices reduced.

It is understandable that farmers who  
bought fertiliser early were aggrieved 
to find spring prices below autumn. But 
this was exceptional. Looking back, early 
buyers have benefited from an average 
price discount of £18/tonne in eight of 
the past nine years. 

Where next for the 
British fertiliser market?

While the knee jerk reaction may be 
to delay ordering, this is not a realistic 
solution. The fertiliser industry has to 
deliver 3-4 million tonnes of product  
to thousands of farms. It is impossible 
to operate on a ‘just-in-time’ basis. There 
is neither the storage, nor the transport 
capacity to operate in this way. 

So how should farmers approach  
the 2009/10 fertiliser season?  

“Decisions should be based on  
well-informed logic” said Ken.

“At GrowHow, we are totally committed 
to British farming. We will produce some 
40% of the country’s needs at our two 
plants, Billingham and Ince, and we 
don’t export any product. While we will 
be striving to minimise the effects of 
volatility, we have to recognise this is 
a global business affected by issues far 
from our own shores,” he concluded.
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