
 

Climate change could drive British crop
farming north and west
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Unchecked climate change could drive Britain's crop growing north and
west, leaving the east and south east unable to support crop growing, new
research suggests.

At present, most of Great Britain's arable (crop growing) farming is in
the east and south east, with livestock pasture and other uses more
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common further north and west.

The new study, led by the University of Exeter, looks at the effects of
the 5C warming predicted by 2100 if the world's carbon emissions
continue to rise at the current rate (a scenario known as RCP 8.5).

As well as being significantly warmer, Britain would have a predicted
140mm less rainfall per growing season (April to September) with more
acute drying than this in the south east.

"Britain is relatively cool and damp, so a warmer and drier growing
season is generally expected to increase arable production," said Dr. Paul
Ritchie, of the University of Exeter.

"However, our research suggests that, by 2100, unmitigated climate
change would see a decline in arable farming in the east and south east.

"Crops could still be grown with the aid of irrigation, but this would
involve either storing large quantities of winter rainfall or transporting
water from wetter parts of the country.

"The amount of water required would be vast, representing a major
challenge for UK agriculture."

Part of the impact of warmer, drier conditions could be offset by higher
levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, because this allows plants to
use water more efficiently.

"Our findings suggest that unmitigated climate change would change the
way we use our land in Britain," said Professor Tim Lenton, director of
Exeter's Global Systems Institute.

"In this scenario summer droughts mean that without significant
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irrigation, large regions of the east and south east of England would
become less productive land. Meanwhile livestock farmers further west
and north may be able to switch to more profitable arable farming."

  More information: Paul D L Ritchie et al, Large changes in Great
Britain's vegetation and agricultural land-use predicted under
unmitigated climate change, Environmental Research Letters (2019). 
DOI: 10.1088/1748-9326/ab492b
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