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INTRODUCTION
Those who set up alternative enterprises in rural 
areas shoulder a huge amount of risk throughout 
the planning, building and operational stages 
of a new businesses. Often these businesses are 
pioneering in their own area, creating employment 
opportunities and attracting new visitors with 
disposable income to the countryside.

There are some considerable benefits to setting 
up a new rural business, using a unique location 
and an attractive countryside setting to your 
advantage. However, there can also be risks, posed 
by problems such as poor digital connectivity, 
inadequate road networks, a lack of readily 
available workforce and restrictive planning policy.

When Britain leaves the EU and the current 
support mechanisms for farmers begin to change, 
there will be a greater need for rural businesses to 
find new markets and employment opportunities. 
The ones that succeed will undoubtedly be those 
that embrace change.

In this chapter, we look at four businesses that 
have done just that, broadening their outlook and 

undertaking new ventures. Each has shouldered 
risk to take advantage of the market opportunities 
they have identified.

Edward Milbank has identified the opportunity 
in forestry management after Brexit with his plan 
to create England’s largest private sector productive 
woodland planted for 30 years (page 8). In the 
heart of Snowdonia, former Royal Marine Sean 
Taylor has realised his vision to turn a former slate 
quarry into the home of the fastest zip line in the 
world (page 12).

In Norfolk, Tom Raynham has made a success of 
a solar farm (page 16). And in Cheshire, Jonathan 
Fell’s Ice Cream Farm is now attracting hundreds of 
thousands of visitors each year and offering young 
families an alternative day out (page 20).

Each has identified the potential to diversify and 
applied a practical approach to realising their goals. 
Their research has been meticulous and a huge 
amount of work has gone into turning ideas into 
profitable reality, but in each case the business has 
plotted a clear-eyed path to future success.

EACH OF THESE 
BUSINESSES HAS 

SHOULDERED RISK 
TO TAKE ADVANTAGE 

OF THE MARKET 
OPPORTUNITIES 

THEY HAVE 
IDENTIFIED
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I
n the words of landowner 
Edward Milbank, the UK is 
in “a bit of a pickle” about 
its forestry. Compared with 
Scotland, where 10,000 

hectares of forest have been 
planted annually in recent years, 
England has lagged behind pitifully. 
Determined to accelerate planting, 
the UK Government has set a 
target for growing woodland cover 
in England from 10% to 12% by 
2060 – an increase of more than a 
quarter of a million hectares. It’s a 
challenge to which Edward, who 
owns the Barningham Estate in 
the Yorkshire Dales, has responded 
with a passion.

Through his business, Pennine 
Forestry, he has set out with a  
small group of investors to focus 
on afforestation. His largest 
project to date is to transform 
the bulk of a 354ha hill farm in 
Northumberland called Doddington 
North into a forest.

“We bought Doddington in  
early 2016 in the belief that  
we could create England’s largest 
private sector productive  

woodland planted for 30 years,” 
explains Edward.

By English standards at least, it is 
an ambitious project that will take 
16,000 individual worker-days to 
complete. By the summer of 2018, 
the team had planted 25ha, with 
plans to plant 150ha in each of the 
next two seasons.

BRANCHING OUT
Pennine Forestry has contributed 
to the project by sourcing the 
land, taking the project through 
the myriad consultations required 
for woodland planting, applying 
for grants and carbon funding, 
and assuming responsibility for 
the establishment of the forest. 
However, he is confident it will 
repay the investment.

“We have an enormous demand 
for timber in the UK,” Edward 
says. “We are the second largest 
importer of timber in the world 
after China and we have a great 
climate for growing trees.

“We knew we wanted to 
increase the amount of woodland 
Pennine Forestry was managing, 
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Edward Milbank

tonnes of CO2 
reduction over 
the course of 
the project

92,760

16,000
worker-days to 

plant Doddington 
North

680
THOUSAND

TREES
to be planted at 

Doddington North

Doddington North, Northumberland
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and it seemed the right thing 
to do to go out and buy low-value 
land to plant for forestry.”

At the core of the arrangement 
with his investors, Pennine 
Forestry’s interest comes in a profit 
share of the increased value of the 
land. These can be 10-, 15- or 20-
year arrangements whereby after 
the process of afforestation Edward 
will sell his company’s stake in the 
project to the investor.

However, even getting the project 
off the ground was a challenge 
because of the potential disruption 
to public access rights and the 
impact on biodiversity.

“We took the public consultation 
very seriously,” Edward says. “From 
the start, we knew there were 
going to be problems with planting 
this site. Half of the area was under 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 

access, and we needed to engage 
and make sure the public were 
going to be able to access the land 
and forest in the future.”

THE RIGHT PATH
He was right about the amount 
of interest it generated, from 
local riding and walking groups 
to a climbing group that has 
access to the land. Following 
conversations with these people, 
his team designed a circular timber 
track around the site that links 
into public rights of way. From a 
challenging starting point, they 
now have a win-win scenario. 

“So before the consultation the 
public had limited access across 
an overgrown site. In the future 
there’s going to be 10km of well-
maintained roads and tracks for 
riding, cycling and walking.”

As well as local groups, 
engagement with the Forestry 
Commission and Natural England 
was key – particularly getting them 
to agree to a common objective for 
the woodlands. “We had to create 
a biodiversity action plan for species 
and habitats,” Edward says. “For 
example, we prioritised a buffer 
zone for red squirrels. We had to 
agree how best to plant a riparian 
woodland for flood alleviation on 
a tributary to the River Till, and we 
had to work out how to control 
invasive species such as bracken 
and rhododendron to protect the 
existing priority habitats on site.”

BALANCING ACT
Maintaining the right balance 
can be difficult because so much 
of the UK’s land is designated or 
protected habitat. But growing up 

at Barningham, which has both 
new and mature woodlands, has 
given Edward a solid understanding 
of how to manage the ground, 
particularly for bird species.

“I’m very sensitive to the 
correct management of land to 
protect those species,” he says. 
“We have a blackcock lek here 
at Barningham. It would be 
unsuitable to plant commercial 
forestry alongside a blackcock 
population. But we have been 
able to design a woodland that is 
suitable for habitat for blackcock 
that doesn’t have a detrimental 

effect on the blackcock population 
and other birds such as golden 
plover, peewit and curlew.”

One of the great successes 
of the Doddington project was 
persuading the stakeholders 
involved to plant a mixed 
productive woodland, including 

a commercial crop of 40% sitka, 
while 35% is native broadleaves 
and mixed conifer, and the rest 
is open ground and managed 
priority habitats. “This I think is the 
future for forestry – particularly on 
designated land.”

While most landowners may 
not have 350ha of land available 
for afforestation, Edward believes 
the principles can be applied to 
smaller landholdings. Barningham 
itself has patchy areas of woodland 
in small blocks across the estate 
– something probably typical for 
many farmers and landowners.

“These woodland blocks are 
very difficult to manage, they’re 
inaccessible, the fences are falling 
down and they are often forgotten 
about. We are now increasing our 
forestry cover and in doing so we 
are now absorbing some of these 
smaller blocks to make the whole 

forest, including these smaller 
outcrops, more manageable, more 
accessible and more profitable.”

Pennine Forestry currently 
manages a portfolio of six forests  
in the north of England and 
southern Scotland, and has a 
handful of ambitious afforestation 
projects underway on both sides  
of the border.

WONDERS OF WOODLAND
To a large extent, the future  
of Edward’s business depends on 
the success of the environmental 
scheme rolled out in England over 
the next few years following Brexit. 
He is encouraged that forestry 
and woodland will be one of the 
land options within that scheme, 
and taking the premise that pubic 
money is available for public goods, 
and forestry and woodland provides 
more public good than many other 
land uses, it bodes well.

“It does help that I work in an 
industry that I find inspiring – 
who’s not inspired by looking at 
a champion tree? But it is also a 
business and it makes money and 
that is an inspiration, too.” ■
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“WE KNOW THERE IS GOING TO BE A 
SHORTAGE OF TIMBER IN THE UK. THE 

FORESTRY COMMISSION FORECASTS A 30% 
DECLINE IN TIMBER AVAILABILITY AFTER 2030”

EDWARD MILBANK
• Barningham Estate, 

trustee, 2009–present
• Pennine Forestry, director, 

2012–present
• Montenegro Property 

Fund, managing director,  
2005–present

• The Quintus Group 
(intellectual property 
rights), executive,  
1999–2005

• Newcastle University

EDWARD’S TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL 
FORESTRY MANAGEMENT
• Scale – even if on a smaller scale, try to 

maximise the size of your project
• Access – the easier it is to reach your 

woodland, the more profitable it will be
• Management – the first 10 years of woodland 

management are crucial for long-term 
profitability 


