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An Integrated Analysis of Scale Effects in 
Alternative Agricultural Systems (SCALE)

Summary of Research Findings
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Patterns of organic farming in the United Kingdom
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What is the SCALE project?
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The SCALE project addressed two key questions: 

(1) what causes organic farms to be arranged in clusters at local, regional and national scales, rather than spread more 
evenly throughout the landscape?

(2) how do the ecological, hydrological, socio-economic and cultural impacts of organic farming vary due to neighbourhood 
effects, at a variety of scales?
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Red indicates ‘hotspots’ of organic farming.  (More than 10% of agricultural land within a 10 X 10 km grid is legally 
certified or in conversion to organic farming).

Blue indicates ‘coldspots’ (little or no organic farming).

Cream indicates agricultural land that was between ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ classifications.

White indicates no organic farms.

Grey indicates land that was not considered in the analysis
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Field Research - ‘Matched Farms’
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• dairy or mixed farms, i.e. farms with both arable and livestock        
    farming, with similar livestock, cereal production, farm products     
    and farm size 

• soil type (determined from soil survey maps and data)

• proximity (less than 5km between farms) 

• on each farm, three winter cereal fields and three permanent       
    pastures were selected. 

�
�	 ������	 "��	 �
�	 ���������	 �
	 (	 ��������	 �
	 ������	 
������	
���	��������	 �����������	���
	����������	���	�������	���	���	
��� ��������	 
���	8�:	 ��	 �����9	 ��	 �"�	��������	 �
�	,������	+���
	
@���	 ���	 �
�	 '��������	 �
�	 �������	 6
�������7	 
��������	 ��	
� ������	 &A�:�	�����������	�������	 ����	"��
��	 �	 &%	 5	 &%	 3�	
�����	"
���	�
�	�������	6���������7	 ��������	��	� �����	�
	&���	
�������	�����

Biodiversity Research
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Soil and Water Research
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Economic Research
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“We didn’t have to fundamentally change the way we were farming. Ok we got rid of the fertiliser spreader and sprayer, 
but we were still growing pretty much the same crops.  We still had pretty much the same size flock of sheep and we 
increased the beef a bit”.  (Farmer 12)
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“in the old days it was, we [organic farmers] were a joke you know, we were treated as a joke… [it] is increasingly becoming 
oh it doesn’t look a mess, and he is still making money and he is still employing Andrew, whereas I made Fred redundant and 
all the rest of it.” (Farmer 4). �
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 Implications:  What happens to the research now?
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In this study we have several key findings:
• Higher concentrations of organic farms leads to higher average levels of biodiversity.  This means it would be beneficial 
to many species for groups of farmers to co-operate to produce habitats for these species.  However, some species would 
actually be worse off if this was the case, and would need alternative arrangements.

• Higher average biodiversity can be produced at no cost to farmers, where adoption of actions are widespread (e.g. on 
organic farms in hotspot locations).   This also supports the case for farmer collaboration to produce biodiversity.

• Organic management of grasslands results in higher soil water infiltration rates.  This could lead to land management 
measures to reduce flooding in vulnerable areas, through encouragement of conversion to grassland from arable, and 
reduced stocking density. This can apply not only to organic farms but also to more sensitive management of conventional 
grassland.

• Less productive agricultural areas are most likely to respond first if increased conversion rates stepup the government’s 
agenda.  However, many of the farmers in these areas may be ‘effectively organic’ already, so environmental benefits of 
conversion may be less than would be the case for the conversion of intensively managed farms. 
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