
 T
wo industries that could be 
badly hit by tree disease – yet 
can also play a role in the 
conservation and protection 
of trees – are agriculture  

and food production.
Not only do trees produce food in 

abundance, planted in the right places 
they also help protect soil at risk of 
erosion from wind and water, and 
boost crop growth by slowing  
wind speeds and improving crop 
water efficiency. 

Soil erosion represents a significant 
cost to agriculture and it is estimated 
that some 2.9 million tonnes of top 
soil are eroded in the UK each year. 
Another area of concern is the serious 
decline in pollinator numbers 
throughout the agricultural 
landscape, partially as a result of the 
loss of habitat. Tree diseases pose 
further threats to wildlife connectivity 
across the landscape, which is bad 
news for pollinators.

The National Farmers’ Union 
regards tree disease as a “serious 
problem” for farmers and consumers.

NFU’s horticulture adviser, Amy 
Gray, says: “The realities of the ash 
dieback crisis are testament to the 
challenges that tree diseases impose 
on the industry and environment.”

The loss of trees on wheat farms,  
as a result of tree pests and diseases, 
could be catastrophic for crops.

The food production industry has a 
major role to play by working with its 
suppliers to ensure that the highest 
standards are maintained.

One example of thoughtful land 
management comes from UK cereal 
manufacturer Weetabix, which uses 
only wheat grown within 50 miles of 
its factory in Northamptonshire. 

Before 2010, all Weetabix’s 
guidelines and regulations to the 
supply chain were centred on the 
issue of quality, ensuring the highest 
standards in terms of taste. 

However, that same year the 
company introduced the Weetabix 
Protocol – a determined effort to 

Food manufacturer 
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Field-fresh weetabix 
uses only wheat grown 
close to its uK factory

We recognise the 
challenges food 
producers face in 
these uncertain 
times. We are keen 
to help farmers and 
food manufacturers, 
including Weetabix, 
respond to the 
threat of tree 
disease, and plant 
the right native  
trees in the right 
places to support 
conservation and  
aid productivity. 

We know many 
farmers are as  
keen to support 
conservation aims  
as we are and take 
positive steps to 
ensure biodiversity 
on their farms. 

Research shows 
that incorporating 
trees and small 
woods into existing 
farm practices can 
help to support a 

more sustainable 
agricultural sector. 

We must support 
landowners to plant 
a mixed range of 
native tree species to 
facilitate movement 
of wildlife across the 
agricultural 
landscape. 

The Woodland 
Trust is keen to 
ensure that trees 
planted on farmland 
are, like the crops, 
British-sourced and 
grown to prevent 
disease travelling 
and land damage. 
We offer a variety of 
subsidised planting 
schemes and all the 
trees we supply 
meet strict UK 
procurement criteria.

helen Chesshire
Senior advisor, 

farming, 
conservation and 

external affairs

Funding and support 
is available for 
planting UK-sourced 
and grown trees. 
Find out more at 
woodlandtrust. 
org.uk
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Farmers have  
to minimise the 
impact their 
practices have 
on wildlife, 
fauna and flora

develop a group of growers who 
would adhere to a set of standards 
regarding provenance, food quality 
and safety and environment.

Keith Turnbull is head of quality 
and compliance at Weetabix, and 
oversees the company’s move 
towards a more sustainable supply 
chain. He says: “The protocol reduces 
the food miles within our supply 
chain , it gives our suppliers a  
sense of ownership. 

“Farmers don’t just want to have 
their product driven off their land. 
They want to know how their crop is 
being used and where it is going.”

Weetabix hopes to insist on the 
highest standards through the 

protocol, requiring that its suppliers 
register with the Red Tractor scheme 
and apply for the Countryside 
Stewardship scheme. 

Countryside Stewardship provides 
incentives for farmers, growers and 
foresters to look after their 
environment. The main priority  
for Countryside Stewardship is to 
protect and enhance the natural 
environment, in particular the 
diversity of wildlife and water quality. 

As well as supporting wildlife, trees 
in the farmed landscape play an 
important role in water management, 
helping to trap pollutants, reduce 
erosion and slow the flow of flood 
water. Wide scale loss of farmland 

trees to disease would have an impact 
on farmers being able to deliver  
these public goods. 

Red Tractor status shows that 
independent assessors have ensured 
food or drink meets specific standards 
“from farm to fork”. Farmers must 
show where food has been produced, 
processed and packed. 

Weetabix is keen to collaborate 
with the Woodland Trust to refine  
its standards further. “It would be 
interesting to work together to 
discuss issues around trees and 
agriculture,” Mr Turnbull adds. 

The NFU is advising farmers and 
landowners to continue tree planting 
schemes but with a variety of native 

species from British-grown saplings.
Ms Gray adds: “Introducing native 

tree diversity into a farm landscape 
will help future-proof farm businesses 
and guard against tree diseases.

“By choosing British-sourced and 
grown plants, it provides reassurance 
that the stock is accustomed to our 
climate, native pests and diseases,  
and has been chosen for its quality, 
endurance and yield potential.  
It also minimises the risk of 
introducing new diseases.

“It is important to choose healthy 
stock, ask about provenance and 
consider the range of trees on offer:  
if in doubt over what’s best for you, 
ask your supplier.” 

Tree disease can affect the food on your plate
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2.9
million tonnes of  

top soil are eroded in  
the uK each year,  

which represents a  
significant cost to 

agriculture

75%
of global crops require  
insect pollination, but 

there have been serious 
declines in pollinators 

because of loss  
of habitat

the woodland trust 
helps farmers to  

plant trees to combat 
erosion and provide 

shelter for  
pollinators

the loss of trees to 
disease on farms could 
have a serious impact  

on long-term food 
production
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