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Profile of farm structure in the UK  



The forces for change 

5% of farms already produce 80% of 
output, and further decline in number of 
businesses especially in upland areas 

 

31% of listed farm buildings converted to 
other uses 

 

80% of permissions granted for change to 
residential use 

 

guidance reflects limited knowledge of the 
nature and character of historic 
farmsteads 

 

uncertainty on the impact of proposals for 
reuse 

 

imprecise targetting of resources 



 
New policy promotes positive  means of managing change which 

align an understanding of the characteristics of historic farmsteads 

with their potential for and sensitivity to change 

 

www.helm.org.uk/farmbuildings 

   

 

http://www.helm.org.uk/farmbuildings


Extending the Evidence Base 

MAP NCAs 

 Photo Image Survey, 
which has used existing 
sources of photographic 
evidence to deepen 
understanding of the rates 
of dereliction and 
development amongst 
traditional farm buildings 
at the local authority and 
National Character Area 
level. 

 



Change and Use in the West 

Midlands 
• 88% of traditional farmsteads from 

around 1900 retain some or all of 
their working buildings and have 
some or high potential to contribute 
to local character and 
distinctiveness. 

 

• A very low proportion (under 20%) 
of surviving traditional farmsteads 
are designated as national assets. 

 





The significance of traditional farmsteads and 

their buildings as assets which contribute to local 

distinctiveness and to rural economies and 

communities.  



… most will be significant because 

they contribute to the local scene 

• They have traditional 

buildings 

• And/or they have 

retained their 

traditional form. 

 



Key principles of the approach 

are based on understanding 

• The character of farmsteads, which results from their 

historic development and function as whole sites, 

including any routeways and spaces within and around 

them, and how they are linked to the surrounding 

landscape and settlement. 

• Their significance, a factor that can be of critical 

importance in determining planning applications. 

• Their sensitivity to the different options for change, 

both now and in the future. 

 



National and Local Guidance 



Assessment - Cavendish Estates 

Pilot Study for Land Management 

Assessing Options and their 

Impact 

 

• Collapse 

• Holding Repair 

• Convert 

• Restore 

 



Area and Site Assessment 



Site Assessment 



Historic Farmsteads: New Uses 

General Design Issues 

• Setting 

• Daylight 

• Subdivision 

• Retaining features 

• Incorporating services 

and adding insulation 
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‘Pursuing sustainable development involves seeking positive improvements in 

the quality of the built, natural and historic environment... including…. 

replacing poor design with better design..’ (para 9) 
 

Use an understanding of the plan form of the farmstead, and how it has changed, to 

inform the siting of new buildings that are sensitive to and enhance the historic 

character of the site. 



Hazelden 



Hazelden 



Present to 1950 
Accelerated reduction in numbers of holdings, importance of sheds based 

on US models, government grants from 1957 



1950 – 1880 
Farming depression comes to an end with WWII, but with some growth in 

dairying and other sectors. Prefabs and concrete. 



1880 - 1840  High Farming 
High-input, high-output systems widely adopted. Mechanisation, manure 

production and imported materials. Strong local variation. 



1840 – 1750 
Landlord-led improvement, widespread adoption of new techniques and 

livestock breeds 



Reorganisation of Landscapes: 

Glendale and Strixton 



1750-1550  
Development of regional and local markets and of specialist 

landscapes/farmsteads as well as mixed farming.  



1550 and beyond  
Monastic and secular estates, survival of wealthier farmers in some areas 



Landscape and Settlement 



Farmstead Function 

 

• accommodate the farming family and any workers 

• store and process harvested crops  

• provide shelter for horses or oxen for ploughing and other tasks 

• shelter and manage livestock and store their fodder 

• produce manure to fertilise the fields 

• produce milk, cheese and butter 

• store and shelter carts, implements etc 

• and sometimes to manufacture non-agricultural produce, such as cloth, 
linen and iron. 



These functions are reflected in  

• access to and the siting of the 
house and its garden 

• different types and size of 
building and open space, and 
different flows of movement 
within and around working 
buildings  

• access to routes and tracks 

• the subdivision and different 
use of spaces within and around 
the farmstead – cattle yards and 
areas for stacking corn, hay etc, 
gardens, orchards, ponds, small 
field enclosures for milking or 
sorting livestock. 



Form and Function 
  



Patterns 



Structures 

• their functions, form and scale  

 

• their siting and orientation  

 

• their internal spaces and detail 

 



National context - Barns 



Mechanisation & the end of the barn 



Granaries 



Cartsheds 



Stables 



Cattle 



Outfarms 



Other buildings 


