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T im May is the Managing Director 
for Kingsclere Estates, a 2,500-
acre (1,000-ha) farming business 
in Hampshire, United Kingdom. He 

works with his father, a tractor driver, one self-
employed shepherd and two builders. In this 
30-inch (750-mm) rainfall/year climate, the farm 
has a focus on conservation agriculture as Tim 
and his father work to grow commodity grains 
including yields of 7.8 tons/ha of wheat, 6.5 
tons/ha of barley, 2.5 tons/ha of beans.

They sell their grain for feed and human 
consumption, and they also raise grassfed 
lamb, averaging 155% birthing rates. They are 
averaging about 2,200 homebred lambs and 
they also buy in lamb and contract graze cattle. 
Another key source of income is renting out 
buildings on the farm. To increase revenue they 
want to get into direct marketing their lamb. 
The goal of the farm is to not only be profitable 
but increase the resiliency of the land and 
the business.

Building on Stewardship
The key conservation practices that Tim has 

been utilizing on his croplands is to direct drill 
seed and work on minimum tillage in an effort 
to build soil and reduce cost as well as reduce 
their reliance on chemical inputs. “We perceive 
ourselves as stewards of the land, so that is 
why we were attracted to Holistic Management,” 
says Tim. “We started learning about Holistic 
Management in 2012 because we found the 
arable land was difficult to maintain. The soil 

was lifeless and the 
organic matter was 
low. We weren’t 
farming correctly; we 
were fighting nature 
and not looking at 
underlying causes. 
Holistic Management 
helped us make 
a shift to begin 
to address those 
underlying causes 
sustainably.”

Tim first learned about Holistic Management 
when he came across Holistic Management: 
A New Framework for Decision-Making when 
he was researching for his work on the Nuffield 
Scholarship he was awarded in 2012. He felt 
like what was articulated in the book had a 
lot of common ground with his thoughts on 
conservation agriculture. 

So when Kirk Gadzia taught a Holistic 
Management course in the United Kingdom in 
2014, Tim took both the basic and advanced 
courses. “What got me really excited was 
the decision-making matrix,” says Tim. “The 
potential for this process was really amazing. 
Planning for agriculture is so complex, you need 
something to get it all down and do it right. I 
also loved the planning for profit section of the 
financial planning. In fact we aren’t using profit/
loss statements anymore for our planning. We 
have converted back to cash flow reports. That 
way I can guarantee what I’ve got, then take 

out the profit and wealth 
generating investments, 
and then inescapable 
expenses. We just do it bit 
by bit. I’ve got my holistic 
goal and I keep on doing 
more study.”

The result from this 
change has been that 
there is the same financial 
profit, but he has more 
grass to help build the 
resilience in the system. 
“We are doing more 
investing in the land right 
now so we don’t have 
more profit, but we are 
having less maintenance 

expenses. In time the investments should 
result in more profits. We’re looking at things to 
always address the root cause. Right now we 
are seeing the soil structure and color of the soil 
improving,” says Tim. 

Tim currently has 1,400 ewes weighing on 
average 164 lbs (75 kg). From those ewes he 
gets 2,200 lambs. The cattle follow the sheep 
so he can have the fattening grass for the lambs 
to gain weight. He averages a 20-acre (8-ha) 
paddock for this herds, letting them graze for 
3–4 days. He works to provide a 30–55 day 
recovery period during the growing season and 
100 days during the winter. In the past he had a 
21–35 day recovery and didn’t have much winter 
grazing available.

At this point Tim is not concerned as 
much about pushing stock density and grass 
production and is okay with letting excess grass 
return into the soil. He says he’d rather feed 
the land and invest in soil health then push 
production at this point. He figures that the 
land has had a lot of chemicals and tillage and 
he needs to earn the right to push the land. 
“There’s so more learning to do, before I do 
that,” says Tim.

Changing Management Practices
Tim’s made a lot of changes on the farm 

since he began researching and learning 
new management practices in 2012 during 
his Nuffield scholarship work. In particular, he 
realized having the important management 
conversations were first on his list. “We’ve 
worked on the hardest step first,” says Tim. “We 
needed to make some management changes. 
These social issues take time and so I sought 
mentorship. I’m a 4th generation farmer and I 
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By partnering with a local producer, Tim has been able to add yet 
another species to graze on Kingsclere, while still being able to 

focus on the critical enterprises for his farm.

Tim has shifted from growing only barley and wheat to a number of 
different grains and crops that can be used as fodder or cash crops, 

reducing his dependence on chemicals and his risk.
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studied and got my agriculture degree. But what 
I still needed to learn was that the cheapest 
and most resilient way to capture solar energy 
is through a green leaf. I had to invest in soil 
health by maximizing green over. Right now half 
of the farm is in herb/clover mix. Our efforts to 
integrate livestock into the whole farming system 
is unique to this area. All our neighbors keep all 
their land arable.”

The push for moving from an arable focus 
entirely to a combination of cropland and 
pasture may seem unusual to Tim’s neighbors, 
but that critical decision was part of working 
toward Pitt Hill Farm’s holistic goal. As Tim 
became clearer where the farm needed to 
head, he develop “The Five Golden Rules of 
Kingsclere Estates.” They are:

1) Choose to support local businesses
2) Know that quality products lead to 

greater profits
3) Be proud of what we do, how we do it, 

and where we do it
4) We will do good to all our people
5) We know there is abundance of 

opportunity within this land holding
Those rules are evident in many of the 

management decisions being implemented 

today on the farm. In particular, there have 
been many changes in the cropping practices 
to reduce reliance on chemicals and increase 
soil function. Currently the crop rotation is a 
four-year rotation that still requires 10 cycles 
of spraying and fertilizing. The farm has to pay 
£30,000 per month for the various chemicals 
and fertilizers during a 3–4 month period.

 “This is an incredibly scary 
scale of risk,” says Tim. “That alone 
made me question this way of 
farming. So we began talking with 
the Hampshire and Isle of Wight 
Wildlife Trust because of the effect of 
all those chemicals on biodiversity. 
They began to do some surveys 
and monitoring starting in 2013. 
One of the big things they noticed 
was the amount of earthworms in 
the grasslands versus the arable 
lands. In 20 cm³ the arable land only 
had 10 earthworms compared to 40 
earthworms in the grassland. We 
also found red clover nodules in the 
grasslands at four feet (12 meters) 
so even the clover was able to penetrate in 
the worst areas.” This is the kind of resilience 
Tim knows is necessary for truly sustainable 
agriculture that is profitable and resilient.

“As I began to better understand Holistic 
Management, I thought about other ways to 
improve the soil health and reduce my risks,” 
says Tim. “I began to use my winter cereal 
crop as a fodder crop. In the past, if I wanted 
to use my winter cereal crop as a cash crop, I 
would have to put on slug pellets, pre-emergent 
herbicide, growth regulator, and fungicide 
among other things. Now, the livestock can 
use it as fodder and it still can grow as a cash 
crop after that. I can put 1,500 lambs on a 

125-acre (50-ha) field 
for four weeks. Then 
in early spring if there 
are no weeds, I remove 
the lambs, and let the 
crop recover and I can 
harvest it. In this way 
I get a return on my 
efforts a lot more quickly 
and reduce my risk. 
I also have a lot less 
chemicals going into 
the soil.

“The other great 
thing about Holistic 
Management is it helped 
me make farming 
decisions in the context 
of my quality of life. One 

of the things I realized was that I wanted to free 
up some time in the summer so I could be with 
my family during the summer holidays. Normally 
we would be combining all of August. So instead 
of wheat we are growing barley in the spring 
and winter as it is more suited to grazing. We 
have found that modern wheat is not suited to 
this type of farming and the barley has more 

mycorrhizal fungi.”
Tim’s longer term vision for Kingsclere 

Estates is to have more partners and less 
employees, having people start their own 
enterprises. For example, he’s currently 
partnering with a young fellow who has created 
an egg layer enterprise. Tim also wants to 
develop a dairy again. He wants to do a mobile 
milking parlor and feels like the potential is there 
to build a profile, and tell and sell the story and 
then scale the operation. He could also do more 
direct marking of his lamb to gain more profit on 
that enterprise as well.

Shifting some of the land to livestock has 
had its challenges for Tim as a UK farmer. 
“Subsidies favor large areas of land rather than 
livestock,” he says. But as he has utilized the 
holistic decision-making process, he has learned 
to think outside the box and determine whether 
good farming practices can outweigh 
government subsidies. “Holistic Management is 
so powerful,” says Tim. “It’s fantastic. It frees up 
your time so you know what you need to focus 
on.” Right now for Tim that focus is continuing to 
develop the opportunities for conservation 
agriculture while improving the quality of life for 
his family and the community that the 
farm influences. 
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By working towards putting half of the arable 
land into a clover/herbaceous mix, Tim has 
been able to increase the soil fertility and 

resilience of Kingsclere.

Tim is raising about 1,400 ewes and averaging about a 155% birthrate 
for his grassfed lambs.

With holistic planned grazing, Tim has shifted his recovery 
periods from 21-31 days to 30-55 days (with 100 days in 

the winter) to improve forage quality and production.


