
Livestock Farmer
Hill Top Farm, 
North Yorkshire

Neil was born and brought up at 
Hill Top Farm, Malham in North 
Yorkshire, where he now farms with 
his partner Leigh. In 2003, as part of a 
conservation grazing scheme, Neil re-
introduced 20 Belted Galloway cattle 
to join the Swaledale sheep flock. 
This proved to be a defining time in 
terms of farm ethos and mind-set, 
as he sought more sustainable and 
environmentally friendly production 
methods.

Neil 
Heseltine



How has the Coronavirus 
pandemic impacted your business 
and distribution? 

As livestock farmers we are fortunate 
that the coronavirus has come at a time 
of year which is not based on livestock 
sales. We consider ourselves to be 
very lucky. However, our wholesalers, 
that usually distribute our produce to 
restaurants, have had to completely 
transform their business model to deliver 
to people living at home.

Are you involved in any initiatives 
that support the local community 
or people?

Our local village has lots of people 
who are self-isolating because they are 
either elderly or high risk. We take part 
in community scale zoom calls to help 
people still feel connected. Collectively 
we make sure that people are getting the 
supplies they need and organise things 
to be dropped at people’s doorsteps. It is 
incredible to see the community pulling 
together during a time like this.

What would you like to say to 
people at this time about the role 
of UK farms to provide food for 
people in the UK? 

We are currently seeing people rely 
much more heavily on UK farmers to 
provide them with high quality, nutritious 
food. The coronavirus pandemic has 
completely changed how people are 
thinking about food. They want to 
source food which they can trust, that is 
reliable and nourishing.

It is important now more than ever that 
the public supports British farmers so 

that we can create a robust, reliable, 
sustainable food supply chain that 
can support the population during 
uncertain times like these. 

Our challenge, as a farming 
community that cares about nature, 
is to work out how to put systems 
in place over the next few months 
that are robust enough to withstand 
the likely transition of consumers 
reverting back to large scale 
supermarket shopping.

How should we use this 
opportunity to buy British and 
support British farmers?

It’s important that people support 
British farmers but it’s also important 
that they take it a step further and are 
discerning about the food they buy. 

I would like for consumers to take 
this opportunity to look at the food 
that they are eating, think about 
where it came from and how it 
was produced and what impact it is 
having.

How can the public benefit 
from what you’re doing on the 
farm?

While people are self-isolating, we 
are sharing as much as we can 
across social media. We want people 
to still feel connected to nature even 
if they have to stay at home. We 
want to show them that spring is 
coming, nature is thriving, farming is 
still happening. We are all in a tough 
situation right now, but we can get 
through this together, there is hope.

What do you need from 
consumers?

We have seen a rise in consumers 
buying locally produced food because 
of the strain that large supermarkets 
have been under. Long-term, we need 
consumers to get out of the mindset 
and reinforced habit of rushing down 
to their supermarket to buy all of their 
food. We need them to look much 
more closely at the food they are 
eating, how it is produced and how far it 
has travelled to get to them. 

More importantly we need to change 
our habits on food wastage. We can’t 
afford to waste food, especially during 
a crisis. The amount of food wasted 
at each stage of the supply chain is 
shocking and by shortening the chain 
we will be able to limit the amount of 
food that is wasted.

What do you need from the 
government?

Before the coronavirus government 
policy was moving in the right direction. 
It was setting out a net zero farming 
system that works in harmony with 
the environment and protects wildlife. 
It’s important we don’t lose sight of 
this because we were making good 
progress. 

The government needs to ensure that 
we stay on course and don’t revert 
back to food system that believes in 
production at any cost. Protecting our 
soils, water and biodiversity is essential 
to ensuring long term, stable, food 
production. 

What needs to change in 
farming policy? 

Farming policy needs to stay on the 
trajectory we are headed on. It was 
not only a positive move but also 
one that needed to happen. I don’t 
want what’s happening currently to 
completely derail the progress that 
was being made. 

How does being a nature 
friendly farmer make you more 
resilient to climate change?

I know that within my own business, 
environmentally, economically and 
socially nature friendly farming has 
made us more resilient.  

Why is the NFFN an important 
organisation? 

The NFFN is important because it is 
spreading a vital message. There is 
a better system out there. There is a 
way to feed the country and protect 
nature simultaneously. It is a message 
which is more important now than 
ever.

What nature friendly farming 
approaches have you 
implemented on your farm? 

We have reduced our overall 
stocking density. Fourteen years 
ago we had 800 sheep. We have 
reduced this and also brought in 
cattle. We now have a breeding 
herd of 30 cattle and 190 sheep. The 
farm averages 120 cattle and 300 
sheep on farm at any time, over an 
area of 1,100 acres. 

We now manage the land for 
wildlife and biodiversity. For 
example, we mow our meadows 
much later in the year. They are 
now cut in mid-July at the earliest, 
which means they have a minimum 
10-week period in the summer 
without grazing.  This creates a 
habitat for ground nesting birds and 
allows plants to flower and release 
their seeds. 

What impact has this had?

By reducing the stocking rate, 
switching to cattle grazing and 
changing the times of grazing, we 
have changed the environment 
dramatically. Botanically, it is very 
different. A lot of plants have 
returned, including rock rose, birds 
eye primrose, scabious, wild thyme, 
spearmint, bluebells. We never used 
to see these species.

We never used to have barn owls, 
now the RSBP ring chicks every year. 
I used to see a hare about once a 
year, now see a hare one in three 
days. There are also more skylarks, 
redshanks and curlews.

Reduced stocking density has had 
a positive impact on our profits. 
Overall output has decreased, 
income from agriculture has 
decreased, but we have become 
more profitable. This is because the 
costs of production are so much 
less. Fewer sheep means we don’t 
need to buy in concentrates or 
feeds. We don’t need extra people 
to help on the farm. We turned this 
farm from a loss-making to a profit-
making enterprise. 



“It is important now more than ever 
that the public supports British farmers 
so that we can create a robust, reliable, 
sustainable food supply chain that can 

support the population during uncertain 
times like these.”
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