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CASE STUDY: 

Regenerative farming on 
Cartmel Fell 

ABOUT 
 

Fiona and David farm about 150 acres on Cartmel Fell, where the land ranges from steep bracken 
covered fellside to gently sloping pasture down to the River Winster. They have a herd of native pedigree 
Belted Galloway cows and a few sheep. 
 

They started farming at Cartmel Fell in 1995, on a conventional basis, but over the years found it to be 
largely unproductive, highly intensive, hard work and it took a toll on them and the land. They took a 
break from farming and came back to it with a different mindset – regenerative farming and are taking a 
low carbon ethos to their lives. 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

MEET Fiona and David, farmers on Cartmel Fell  

WHAT DID THEY DO?   
 

For the last 7 years they have been taking a 
regenerative approach to farming, which for them 
means working more closely with nature, building 
back biodiversity, soil carbon and generally 
improving the resilience of the land.  
 

Some of the actions they have taken include: 
 

• No longer applying costly fertilisers. 
 

• Not routinely using chemicals to treat gut 
worms etc. (they can kill dung beetles which 
are important for taking carbon into the soils). 

 

• Outwintering the cows meaning muck and 
slurry are not generated and so don’t need to 
be stored and spread on the land. 

 

• Doing less tractor work and using less fuel and 
therefore reducing carbon emissions. 

 

• Moving cattle around intuitively to fresh 
pasture when needed depending on the 
weather and ground conditions. 

 

• Not using electric fences so the cattle can 
freely move around to find shelter and eat a 
variety of herbs that benefit their gut health. 

 

• Following a grass led approach so no 
supplementary feeding of cake and have been 
supported by a Pasture for Life mentor to do 
this. 

 

• Mowed fewer fields this year and left grass 
standing as hay, allowing the cattle to eat it 
later in the year. The cattle did trample a lot 
of it, but this created better thatch and the 
cows were able to stay out in the lower 
fields for longer. 

 

Research and Carbon Audit 
 

Fiona and David are also working with Dr Laura 
Giles at Lancaster University and Lake District 
Farmers on a UKRI funded Knowledge Transfer 
Partnership called Towards Net Zero Meat 
Production, to assess the amount of carbon 
stored in their soils.  
 

They are also working with Innovative Farmers 
to evaluate different approaches to bracken 
management on soil carbon and biodiversity.  
 

They have recently undergone a farm carbon 
audit, through GCS Grays (a company in Kirkby 
Lonsdale) using money they received from 
DEFRA.  
 

The auditing process was straight forward and 
involved some time going through the farm 
accounts and passing the information on to the 
auditors. They are now looking forward to 
receiving the results. 
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  WHAT DIFFERENCE HAS IT MADE TO THEM? 

 

The regenerative farming regime is easier and 
relies a lot less on machinery and more on 
nature.  
 

The cattle have been really effective in managing 
the bracken and fertilising the land and it is clear 
to see the higher levels of biodiversity.  
 

The research studies are in the baseline stage to 
measure the carbon currently stored in the 
ground.  Fiona and David hope the research will 
prove the approach they have followed for the 
last 7 years is having a positive impact and it is 
great they are contributing to the potential 
evidence for this. 
 

WHAT DIFFERENCE HAS IT MADE TO 
CARBON EMISSIONS? 
 

It isn’t yet possible to say that regenerative 
farming practices increase soil carbon or lessen 
carbon loss.  
 
The baseline surveys show that the land farmed 
by Fiona and David does have has higher than 
average carbon stores for agricultural land, 
greater biodiversity and their management 
practices including elimination of bought-in feed, 
chemical fertiliser and less vet meds is already 
lowering their carbon consumption.  
 
There are some differences in soil sampling depth 
between the two soil studies Fiona and David are 
involved in, but on average it is looking like about 
70 tonnes of carbon being stored per hectare. 
 

Top and middle: Effects of breaking up the 
bracken litter to provide scope for other species 
including native Primroses (top) and butterflies 
(middle). 
 
Bottom: Cows being broadcast fed and 
outwintered on bracken. 
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PLANS FOR THE FUTURE 
 

Fiona and David plan to continue their regenerative approach and to try new things. As the climate 
changes, practices need to be adapted, particularly to cope with wet periods and droughts. All the 
changes they are making and will continue to make are adding up to a positive effect. 
 

The family are also having a new low carbon, highly energy efficient home (PassivHaus) built on site made 
from insulated panels, with triple glazed windows, a mechanical ventilation heat recovery system and 
solar panels to replace the old 1970s poorly insulated, damp and hard to heat bungalow. This will reduce 
their carbon emissions as they will use less energy and also will be generating most of their own clean, 
solar energy to power their home. Many parts of the old bungalow such as the kitchen, bathroom and 
double-glazed windows, have been given to others to reuse and the concrete blocks will be crushed to 
make hardcore, so the materials and embodied carbon are not wasted. 
 

FEEDBACK/LEARNING FROM THE PROCESS 
 

• Transitioning from conventional to regenerative farming is hard, practically, mentally and financially 
and sometimes you can nearly slip back into old ways. Keep reminding yourself of the reasons for 
doing it and the journey you are on. 
 

• Financially there was a dip in productivity, but the land gradually became less dependent on fertilisers 
and its natural fertility returned. The family found new ways to sell their premium grass-fed outputs. 
The paybacks are worth it, not least for the latest biodiversity and soil carbon data – don’t give up! 

 

• Fiona and David have found it invaluable to have had a Pasture for Life mentor to be able to talk to 
someone else taking a similar regenerative approach who could provide confidence and reassurance 
along the way, so find someone to talk to and support you. 

 

• Embrace learning. Accessing training events run by Pasture for Life on soil management, from 
webinars to field trips has really helped the process and they particularly enjoyed learning about the 
role of dung beetles in soil management. 

 

• Take trial and error in your stride. Somethings work and others don’t. Fiona and David tried bale 
grazing – leaving bales of hay and silage unwrapped in the field to roll out when needed but this 
didn’t work for them. 


