
    FARMING FIT FOR THE FUTURE

CASE STUDY

Tarnhouse Farm is one of two large upland livestock 
farms that make up the RSPB’s Geltsdale Reserve.  It  
is set in the North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty.  The farm extends to 2,041 hectares and as at 
2012 had about 90 cattle and 500 sheep, which are 
mostly sold for further fattening elsewhere before 
slaughter. The farm is run by a tenant farmer.  Local 
contractors are employed for tasks such as mowing  
and shearing, and extra help is brought in for lambing  
in spring.
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TARNHOUSE FARM 
Farming with the grain of the local environment 

A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION TO THE ENVIRONMENT
Tarnhouse Farm is a wonderful place for wildlife, and most of the farm has been designated under European 
legislation in recognition of its special features.  The farm is home to iconic species including curlews, golden 
plovers, otters, black grouse and green hairstreak butterflies.  

Historically, Tarnhouse had 3,000 sheep and no cattle, its grasslands were drained and its heath and blanket 
bog was managed by burning.  Today, the habitat condition on the farm is improving under a more sensitive 
farming system.  Sheep numbers have been reduced, cattle numbers increased and heath is now managed by 
cutting rather than burning.   As a result, plants such as heather and sphagnum are increasing and the habitat is 
improving for breeding birds. 

Management changes are also improving the health of the peatland soils, increasing 
their ability to sequester carbon from the atmosphere, improving local water quality 
and helping to reduce flood risk. 

 

SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES
Tarnhouse is a shining example of how a productive farming business can go hand in hand with a flourishing 
natural environment.  Agri-environment funding has been crucial to this success.  As for many hill farms, the 
livestock operation itself actually loses money. The many benefits provided by the environmentally sensitive 
farming approach are not reflected in the price of the beef and lamb the farm ultimately produces.  Through 
agri-environment funding, the farm receives a financial return for the public goods it provides.
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