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Dear All,
Sam Staples has just completed a remarkable solo walk from Ross-on-Wye Livestock Market to the Farmers Club in London — a distance of 123 miles over five days. He undertook this challenge to raise funds for the National Federation of Young Farmers Clubs following the Government’s decision to withdraw funding.
Young Farmers is not a political organisation. It is a movement that provides young people with opportunities to socialise, develop skills far beyond agriculture, and build confidence, resilience, and community spirit — values we should all aspire to uphold. I was involved in the Young Farmers movement as a young man, later saw my own son benefit from his membership, and in my current role have witnessed several local Young Farmers groups in Cornwall raise funds for our charity, as well as for many others, over the years. These young people consistently demonstrate generosity, leadership, and a deep commitment to their communities. In today’s society anything that encourages young people to talk, play, and learn in a communal setting, enables those individuals within YFC to balance real life with an on life in a structured safe environment. 
So why did Sam walk all that way alone?
Public perceptions of agriculture today are often shaped by tractor protests in London, festive tractor runs, or images of farmers living in large houses set in idyllic landscapes. These images obscure a harsher reality — one of isolation, unrelenting pressure, fractured family relationships, and significant financial hardship. Many farmhouses are in disrepair, with families unable to afford essential maintenance. Owner-occupiers may face complex intergenerational disputes, while tenant farmers often live with the constant anxiety created by modern Farm Business Tenancies. As tenancies end, families frequently find themselves without the capital to purchase a home beyond the farm gate, making the prospect of rehousing almost impossible.




Isolation
Farmers and farm workers can go days, even weeks, without meaningful human contact. I recall sitting at a farmer’s kitchen table for several hours and apologising that I had not achieved much that day. He replied, “You’ve achieved more than you think — I haven’t seen anybody for two weeks.” Disease restrictions, long working hours, and the disappearance of traditional farm visitors mean that the milk tanker driver may be the only person a farmer sees. Banking, calf registrations, and compliance are now handled almost entirely online, further reducing human contact and, in some cases, increasing family tensions where control of the business is perceived to be shifting.
Business pressures
Changes to inheritance tax policy, alongside Baroness Batters’ report on farm profitability, have highlighted the stark reality that many farms operate on margins of around 1% return on capital. In the dairy sector, falling milk prices and global oversupply have led to immense stress. Farmers who have invested heavily in buildings, slurry storage, and livestock are now being asked to reduce production — in some cases by up to 10%. Others have had contracts terminated with little security; I am aware of at least 16 producers in the Southwest alone who have lost their milk contracts.
Stress and mental health.
Farmers often describe their capacity for stress as a bucket already three-quarters full. They can cope with poor harvests, difficult lambing or calving seasons, because they hold onto the belief that next year will be better. But when additional pressures arise — bereavement, divorce, illness, regulatory failures, sudden loss of income, or public scrutiny — that bucket overflows. Depression, anxiety, and, tragically, suicidal thoughts rise to the surface. When milk collections are suspended, the cows still need milking, staff and vets still need paying, and the pressure becomes relentless.




Debt
One farmer described debt to me as being like a spider trapped in a bath: no matter how hard it tries to climb out, the sides only get steeper and it slips back down again. The levels of debt we encounter are immense. Of 25 farms currently under discussion in our office, seven are struggling with combined debts exceeding £3 million.
Community and culture under threat
The social fabric of farming is also unravelling. A report commissioned by the then Prince’s Countryside Fund and the University of Exeter documented the gradual disappearance of farms from a single rural parish in the Southwest. What began as five farms in the 1960s dwindled to none by 2020, with land farmed by those outside the parish and only one smallholding remaining. This pattern is being repeated across the country.
Yet time and again, farmers prove their value to wider society — clearing fallen trees during storms, rescuing stranded school buses, reinforcing flood defences, and stewarding the land. In places such as Cumbria, however, tenant farmers are now being forced off land as estates prioritise tree planting, rewilding, biodiversity net gain, or carbon credits. Centuries-old farming cultures — hefted flocks, Herdwick sheep, shepherding traditions — are being lost in what many see as a modern form of clearance.
The essential role of farm support groups
This is where farm support groups are not just helpful, but essential. They provide human connection where isolation is greatest, and practical and emotional support when farmers feel they have nowhere else to turn. Breakfast clubs for elderly farmers, reminiscence groups such as “One Foot in the Grain” run by “We Are Farming Minds” in Herefordshire, and initiatives like “Cornish Ladies in Wellies” all create safe spaces for people to talk, share worries, and support one another.





These groups understand that a farm is not just a workplace — it is the family home, often for generations. When work and home are inseparable, stress becomes inescapable. Farm support groups step into that gap, offering understanding, trust, and continuity at times of profound change and 
uncertainty.
Demand for these services continues to outstrip capacity. Farmers simply want to produce food for a hungry nation and care for the environment, yet they face constant change with little sense of direction or security. As one farmer said to me, “During Covid, people waved at me when I drove my tractor down the A30 — I was a key worker then. Now I’m just a nuisance on the road.”
Sam’s walk was not just a fundraising effort; it was a powerful statement about visibility, solidarity, and the urgent need to support the organisations that stand alongside farming families when pressures become overwhelming. Farm support groups are a lifeline, and their work has never been more important.
Yours sincerely,

Edward H Richardson 
Rural Support Manager
Tel 07775667825
Email edward@farmcornwall.co.uk
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