The Felix Cobbold Agricultural Trust and a New Century

At the end of its first century, the Trust has shown that it is now perhaps even more relevant to agriculture in East Anglia than it was when it was created by East Suffolk County Council in 1910. At a time of economic uncertainty, government funding for research is being cut to the minimum and the work of agricultural trusts has taken on an urgent new significance. 

We have seen over the last hundred years the ways in which central control exercised both through ‘the stick’ of legislation and ‘the carrot’ of subsidies, has shaped the face of British agriculture, but in the present situation the coalition government is seeking to pass power back to the community.

Power over decision-making has returned to the roots of the industry, and although there are few philanthropists – such as Felix Cobbold, Lord Iveagh and Harper Adams – to carry forward the work of educational research and training, the trusts formed from their bequests are now filling the void caused by the withdrawal of central control. On the Rothamsted Research project – a project that explored the risk of severe phoma stem canker on oilseed rape – with 16 ‘industrial partners’, including FTCAT, funding the work.  This project was subsequentlt transferred to the University of Hertford.   Similarly, the Broom’s Barn project discussed above is being supported both by the FTCAT and the Chadacre Trust. Agricultural research like these projects is increasingly influenced by part-funding from industry in LINK projects with government funding agencies, and thus agricultural charities have become a vital extra source of such funding packages.

Early in 2011, the trustees invited a small group of people with expert knowledge and from key organisations in East Anglia to join them for a forum to discuss the future work of the Trust and identify areas of need. This group included Mike Appleyard, the regional partnership manager of Lantra; Dr Tina Barsby, the chief executive of NIAB TAG; Dr Paul Biscoe, the chief executive of AFCP; Ian Campbell, Unitron UK Ltd; Stephen Fletcher, the chairman of the Suffolk Agricultural Association; Jim Godfrey, vice chairman of the Practice with Science Group, RASE; the Earl of Iveagh, Elvedon Farms Ltd and chairman of the Chadacre Agricultural Trust; David Lawrence, principal of Easton College, and Tim Schofield, Suffolk FWAG.
 It was a useful conference which focused primarily on research and education, identifying several areas in which the Trust could target resources, such as:
1. The Trust should consider working more closely with other agricultural development charities in East Anglia to provide substantial funding for major projects, which would also increase their influence on local research. At a national level, this will enhance the negotiating power of the AgriFood Charities Partnership when discussing research priorities with official bodies.
2. The group considered that Trust support would be beneficial in generating more awareness of agriculture as a rewarding career. Schools at present do not appear to feel that agricultural work is a suitable career, and the appointment of a schools liaison officer at Otley College was regarded as an important step, along with providing support materials for the National Curriculum 14+ age group.
3. In the field of tertiary education, Otley College has found it difficult to maintain its agricultural education courses partly due to the lack of interest from schools noted above. However, on-farm basic training is not sufficient to provide the high level of technical skills required, and health and safety legislation coupled with a lack of colleagues with time to teach means that much practical training must be off-farm. To meet these needs, Easton College is evolving into a College of Contemporary Agriculture, offering BSc and MSc degrees in association with the University of East Anglia, and the Trust will be able to support this development of high-level agricultural training in the eastern region.  
4. One other traditional means of providing skills training, the Young Farmers Clubs, appears to be in difficulty at county organisational level. Increased funding is required for organisation, recruitment, leadership and training, so that the YFCs can become a major force in attracting young people into the industry.
5. Since the withdrawal of the free farm advisory services, there has been a problem with the dissemination of research knowledge for the last decade. Regional training groups organised by NIAB TAG reach mainly elite groups, and the work of other freelance and crop-specific agronomists is available to narrow client groups only. The group identified a need for the Trust to fund and promote internet-based dissemination of information about new technology, innovation and research.

Agricultural research has traditionally adapted and applied techniques developed in other fields. This is expected to continue, particularly in plant and animal breeding, disease control for crops and livestock, response to climate change, effects of agriculture on soil structure, water conservation, bio energy production and energy generation, and managing the effects on wildlife and the environment. The Trust expects to participate in funding large and small projects in all these important fields.

Conclusion

For assets and finance, the Trust started the century with 861 acres, 25 perches, together with very little money after duties had been paid. At the end of the century, the Trust has assets totalling £6,000,000, including 790 acres of land, the site of Otley College, two let farmhouses and three industrial units. In addition, trustees have been investing money throughout the century and, despite recent falls in interest rates and money being distributed in grants each year, the total held in equities and cash is now £990,000. It is an astonishing record of good husbandry. Despite guiding the Trust through a century of wars, pestilence and turbulent money markets, the trustees have survived with assets and the financial power to carry on the intentions of their founder, Felix Thornley Cobbold, into an uncertain future.  

At the beginning of a second century the Trust will strive to ensure that the resources at their disposal are used to advance and improve agriculture, and, in particular, to educate farmers and young people in the agricultural methods, developments and techniques used in Suffolk and the adjoining counties.

� The information for this section has been provided by Colin Smith, Trust administrator.





