Thoughts from a Northern Mart November  2009
The fantastic spell of dry weather has finally come to an end with some heavy rainfall and high winds,  leading to flooding in some parts of the country. The wet conditions mean that the last of the livestock to be housed for the winter are now inside on winter rations.  This gives the farmer a more structured day,  in many cases with the twice daily “feeding up”. Consequently some farmers have a little more free time in the middle of the day, put  to use by participating in country sports. Quite a lot of farmers earn a useful income boost as beaters or loaders on shoots, whilst many others shoot themselves. The one thing that they all do on these occasions is meet up with others and enjoy the social banter.  So as well as being beneficial for them financially, it is good for them to talk and get some excellent healthy meat for the table.  
Dairy incomes continue to be put under pressure with a further decrease in price being announced  by First Milk for November.  Beef and sheep prices continue to be reasonable with a slight rise in values after a seasonal dip. Pig prices are slipping on the back of poor continental prices and the fact that most of the major processors have withdrawn their contracts,  arguing the meat is too expensive for them.  One farmer observed “so much for joined up marketing;  when it does not suit the meat processor because the prices are too high – tough.  When the price was too low for the producer it was called market forces in a  free market!”. The worrying trend of misleading food labelling continues, possibly best highlighted by the amount of Cheddar cheese being sold in shops as UK packaged.   The UK last year imported 136,938 tonnes of Cheddar cheese coming from Ireland, Canada , New Zealand  and many other countries but mostly sold as packaged in the UK. Many people think they are supporting UK farming by buying British packed produce but in fact are not. The industry needs clear and enforceable laws on food labelling. 
Some non-farmers come up to me and ask: “If farmers are finding it difficult to achieve good returns, why are we seeing record prices being reported for breeding stock,  especially sheep? Some of the rams change hands for over £30,000 yet you tell us that the farmer gets paid £50 - £80 for the lamb we eat”. My answer is that a lot of these rams are bought by syndicates and are perhaps shared by 4 farmers so they can improve the potential of many flocks. I also tell them that it is what these groups of farmers see as the best way of  helping themselves, a bit like the massive transfer fees paid for  a footballer, or a horse to stand at stud . Perhaps not as clear explanation as you might expect but remember beauty is in the eye of beholder, or the man holding the cheque book.

In these times of recession it is good to report on some positive news in the region. Thirsk Auction Market which only moved to the new purpose-built market 3 years ago, has experienced  rising numbers of both livestock and entries at other sales, justifying a £400,000 extension which has recently been completed . The usual Christmas Carol Service will again be held in the Auction Mart on the 19th of December,  lead this year by Revd.  Gordon Gatward,  chaplain to RASE and Director of the Arthur Rank Centre at Stoneleigh. We would like to see you all there at 2pm for this good start to Christmas.
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