Thoughts from a Northern Mart. April 2008
The weather  
The weather in late March and early April has certainly being changeable with typical bright sunshine and then snow. To wake up on Easter Sunday morning to deep covering of snow was a surprise and probably a shock to farmers in the middle of lambing. Although due to the early Easter the majority of the  hill farmers would not be starting lambing until April and would probably be pleased about it. The tourists visiting the region over Easter got a surprise also. As is often the case many were ill prepared for the wintry conditions and had to rely on the good grace of farmers and their vehicles to extricate them from the snow. The knock on effect was that people stayed away over the Easter weekend and so visitors were down at that time. 
 Blue Tongue.
The surveillance zone was extended on the 19th March, as a result of testing in Lincolnshire, to include all of North Yorkshire except Richmondshire and Craven districts. This has lead to large numbers of ewes, due to lamb this month, being stranded in the “dirty areas”.  Quite a few of these sheep were in DEFRA funded environmental schemes to take the sheep off the hills in the winter period. They were not allowed home until after the 22nd March. This has created husbandry problems as the sheep are not in the correct place and this has created stress for both the owners of the animals and the owners of the winter grazing who thought their tenants would be long gone.
The DEFRA road show is currently touring the region. On its visit to Thirsk a farmer approached the smartly turned out ladies in their new waterproofs and wellingtons to seek advice. He was bemused and somewhat dismayed to find that this was their first visit to an auction mart and in one particular case it was her first trip outside the capital. He felt her advice on bio security was somewhat lacking in practicalities.   

Trends and prices 
As a result of being post opp and unable to drive I was chauffeured through the area to the North on a recent break. I was thus safely able to spend my time farming out of the vehicle windows. I was amazed and shocked to see the amount of long term grassland being ploughed out. All of it was being put to cereal production and surprisingly high up the hill. This seems to be evidence that the farmers who are saying they are cutting back on their stock are doing so. Environmental effects could  be higher nitrate levels leaching into the water courses. 

Cattle prices continue to be extremely buoyant with prime beef passing the £2 per kilo live weight mark on more than one occasion lat week at recent markets. The hogget trade is similarly buoyant and has rewarded those who bought lambs in the autumn. This is in contrast to the previous year when these suffered losses.  
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