
Knepp and Rewilding

Rather than being in competition with farming, rewilding is farming’s natural ally
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Adapted from Prof. Sir John Lawton’s cartoon by www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/



KNEPP 
1,400 ha of low Weald clay



DIG FOR VICTORY: 1941, when these pictures were 
taken, Knepp’s land had mostly reverted to scrub







Creeping Baseline Syndrome



Knepps farming 
enterprise was 1.8 
t/ha light of the UK 
average



Dairy at the end of the 1990s

• Milk quota looked likely to be 
abandoned

• Dairy industry looked like it was 
heading for some pretty big rocks

• Knepp dairies needed further 
huge investment to keep us 
competitive

• We were good at producing milk 
at a low cost but…. 



Grazing Ecology and Forest History
By Frans Vera 



Worldwide numbers of mammal 
megafauna extinctions 
(species over 40kg) 

during the Pleistocene / Holocene 
transition. 

Extinct animals shown in black
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Choosing your herbivore

Temperate Zone Europe

1. saiga antelope

2. kulan

3. musk ox

4. mouflon

5. wild horse

6. aurochs

7. water buffalo

8. European bison (wisent)

9. red deer 

10. fallow deer 

11. ibex

12. chamois

13. reindeer

14. beaver

15. elk

16. wild boar

17. roe deer

Jeroen Helmer



We now have to use PROXIES 

Recent extinction in Europe

1627 Aurochs  

1790 Carpathian wisent 

1892 Portuguese ibex

1909 Tarpan 

1900 Sardinian lynx

1925 Caucasian wisent

1950 Caucasian Moose 

1927 Last European Bison in the wild killed  

1969 Last Przewalski's Horse seen in the wild

1980 Majorcan hare

1970 Caspian tiger

2000 Pyrenean ibex



PROXIES

Jeroen Helmer



Knepp's DRIVERS













Knepp bird ringing - Sept 2018

Tony Davis has been ringing birds 
for 35 years. over a couple of 
weeks in Sept 2018 … he ringed 
more lesser whitethroats and black 
caps … in two fields, on Knepp … 
than he has ringed in his entire 
career …



We are working with

Universities of Oxford, 
Exeter, Cranfield, 
Nottingham and Queen Mary 
of London

• Destructive sampling

• Flux towers

• Drone multispectral 

cameras

• LiDAR point cloud

• Spatial distribution

• Multispectral satellite 

image

• Capturing vegetation 

regeneration in 3D





Soil carbon stocks – Knepp 
Rewilding Project: 

0.9 – 1.3 tonnes of carbon / ha / year
or

3.3 – 4.8 tonnes of CO2 / ha / year

a NEIRF funded project – very much preliminary results – but breaking news!

in addition to the soil results, Knepp has 37 million m3
increase of above ground vegetation over the 20 years



How does 
rewilding fit 

into our 
farmed 

landscape?



The Dimbleby report





OUR GREEN AND PLEASANT LAND



Jeroen Helmer 
jeroen.helmer@ark.eu



Rewilding



Climate Corridors







Climate Corridors





Green bridges and hedges – part of the Nature Recovery Network (NRN)  





3 nightingale territories in this 170 meter hedge and dormice are back 





Farming for nature – nectar margins, sacrificial crops, bare earth strips for bird 
dusting, reservoirs for insects as pollinators and pest control….



“…yields at the field scale 
were maintained—and,
indeed, enhanced for 
some crops—despite the 
loss of cropland for habitat 
creation.”

Wildlife-friendly farming increases crop yield: 
evidence for ecological intensification





Regenerative farming, conservation farming…. 







Treescapes of the future – Natural colonization









Beavers and braded rivers – re-meandering rivers, freeing up river systems, retaining 
water on floodplains – soil, trees and grassland acting like a spongeRestoration of wetlands





• Vertical farming in Greenhouses
• precision fermentation

• precision biology
• fly farming

Floodplain water meadows and wildflower hay meadows / future food production





Woodland, plantations and forests - multi-species plantations



Multi-species plantations





Fully re-connected landscape for farming, nature and people





W2W





£220 / ha 
Environmental
Stewardship

£240k (10%)

130,000 sq.ft
Let building

200 FTE

£650k (26%)

£195/ ha 
Basic 

Payment

£180k (7%)

7 houses 
released 
from Ag

From 23 to 50 FTE

£140k (6%)

Tourism
Camping, glamping

& safari

£1m (41%)

Rewilding Knepp turnover 2020/21 

a partial budget on the Home Farm

75 tonnes LW
organic

free range
Pasture fed

£250k (10%)

Knepp

Savills 2020 Gross Margin figures

Grade 2 arable farm £666 GM/ ha

Mixed Organic farm £543 GM/ha

Knepp grade 3 rewilding £1,173 GM/ha

Knepp has gone from employing 23 FTE to 50 FTE
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Paulson Institute, The Nature 
Conservancy, and the Cornell 
Atkinson Centre for 
Sustainability at Cornell 
University

“To reverse the decline in 
biodiversity by 2030, our 
analysis suggests that, globally, 
we need to spend between US$ 
722-967 billion each year over 
the next ten years. That puts 
the biodiversity financing gap at 
an average US$ 711 billion or 
between US$ 598-824 billion 
per year.”

www.finance.earth/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Finance-Earth-GPC-Market-Review-of-NbS-Infographic-May-2021.pdf

World



UK



FUNDING YOUR PROJECT

Corporates 
e.g. local 

enterprises and 
Int’l companies

Philanthropy
e.g. trusts and 

foundations

Individuals 
e.g. volunteers, 

visitors

Public bodies 
e.g. government 

agencies and local 
authorities

Investors 
e.g. impact funds

Corporate Social 
Responsibility grants

Countryside 
Stewardship / 

Environment Land 
Management

Grants Repayable finance 
e.g. debt & equity

Wild-range meat

Grants Volunteer time

Climate change 
mitigation

Natural flood 
management

Biodiversity 
recovery

Water 
quality

Health and 
wellbeing

Education
Outcomes

Ecotourism, events 
and courses 

Payments for 
ecosystem services
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Building rental

Payments for 
ecosystem services

Nutrient credits

Biodiversity credits 

Biodiversity net gain

Carbon credits 

Crowdfunding / 
donations 

Other

Commissioned from Alicia Gibson and Sarah 
Darrah   

Funding your rewilding projectEngland



How do we raise the estimated 
$700 billion a year

to holt the loss of nature?



Nattergal

 Dec 2021
 2 properties purchased so far
 Looking to expand into Europe in phase 2



High Fen, Norfolk - 294 ha 
Boothby, Lincolnshire - 607 ha 

Nattergal



Nattergal – Lincolnshire - Boothby

 Purchased 2022
 617 ha (93% ploughed) 
 Contract farmed (1.2 FTE)
 Landscape Recovery – awarded £280k



RePLANET Wildlife

 Biodiversity and Carbon Credits
 Avoidance of loss 
 Uplift



The solution to the problem was inspired by the Consumer Price Index (CPI) 

How does the biodiversity credit work?

DEFRA biodiversity metric 3.1 to 
measure uplift in habitats

Biomass of arthropods to 
measure changes in total food 
availability for insectivorous birds

Species richness and abundance 
of pollinator bees and hoverflies

Changes in butterfly and 
macro-moth species 
richness and abundance

Changes in UK Red, Amber 
or Local Biodiversity Action 
Plan breeding birds

Changes in bat species 
richness and abundance





New Book out in May

The Book of Wilding: A Practical Guide to 
Rewilding Big and Small



That’s all folks


