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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

This  paper  uses  the  example  of  Spanish  polytunnels  to  demonstrate  how  the  deployment  of ‘neo-
productivist’  agricultural  technologies  to meet  the  demands  of food  security  and  sustainability  within  a
globalised  food  chain  is  likely  to precipitate  greater  countryside  conflict.  Field-scale  ‘Spanish  polytunnels’
for strawberry  growing  have  become  a new  feature  of  the  British  agricultural  landscape.  This  has  been
driven  primarily  by supermarkets  searching  for high  quality  and  quantity  supplies  of soft  fruit.  With  pro-
duction  becoming  industrialised,  conflict  has  ensued  in  some  rural  communities  where  polytunnels  have
appeared.  Interviews  with  prominent  strawberry  growers  and  protestors  against  polytunnels  illuminate
a  vociferous  and embittered  wrangle.  Within  it, land  use planners  are  labelled  as ‘strawberry  fools’  by  both
sides for  failing,  until  recently,  to  provide  decisive  regulation  to prevent  conflict  and  effect  its  resolution.
The  paper  concludes  by drawing  attention  to the  future characteristics  of  conflicts  precipitated  as new
agricultural  technologies  are  implemented  rapidly,  impact  unevenly  and  are  received  acrimoniously.
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Change and conflict in industrialised British agriculture

The industrialisation of farm production in developed market
economies was a key research topic for agricultural geographers in
the early 1980s (Healey and Ilbery, 1985; Wallace, 1985). Direct
interest receded after this time as the state apparatus of the
European Union (EU) in particular attempted to take control of
costly food surpluses, promoting pluriactive farm businesses and
agri-environmental schemes (Evans and Ilbery, 1993; Evans et al.,
2002). Retrospectively, some commentators conceptualised this as
a major shift towards ‘post-productivism’. However, as Evans et al.
(2002) argued, ‘on the ground’ efforts to improve the efficiency
of agricultural production continued apace, albeit largely under
the radar of policy and research. More recently, concern over a
lack of food security has re-emerged at national and global scales
(Evans, 2009a; Ambler-Edwards et al., 2009). Emphasis is again
being placed on increasing food production but within an envi-
ronmental consciousness, a situation defined as ‘neo-productivism’
(Evans et al., 2002; Ilbery and Maye, 2010; Burton and Wilson, 2012;
Maye and Kirwan, 2013). As the full force of this trend becomes evi-
dent, it can be predicted that the adjustments necessary to meet
rising doubts over food security will invigorate ‘heavier protest
actions’ within farmed spaces (Rogge et al., 2011, p. 334; Table 1).
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The reasons for this are complex and inter-related, but central is
the large-scale deployment of new agricultural technologies as a
food security solution against a backdrop of the reconfigured social
structure of rural areas. The purpose of this paper is to illuminate
the enhanced future propensity of agriculture to cause countryside
conflict and the challenges that arise for regulatory frameworks to
deliver effective resolution of disputes. It demonstrates this using
the example of the innovation of plastic Spanish polytunnels in
British agriculture. A move beyond the simple consideration of agri-
cultural technology itself is necessitated to engage in a relational
way with all stakeholders affected by it. Modified political economy
approaches taught us to look beyond the farm gate (Marsden et al.,
1996), yet components of agricultural change remain to be linked
more strongly both with one another and with wider processes of
rural change (Evans, 2009b). Therefore, technology-driven agricul-
tural industrialisation, rural protest and conflict resolution are key
relational themes of this paper.

Until the later 20th century, the increasing industrialisation of
farming practice through the application of technological innova-
tion was largely accepted without concern because agriculture had
a dominantly paternalistic position in the countryside. It operated
in a class-structured way to suppress complaints over its practice
(Newby, 1978; Marsden et al., 1993; for a more contemporary Scot-
tish analysis, see also Wightman, 2011). At this time, the changing
social composition of the countryside (Woods, 2011) and the rise of
the conservation movement (Pepper, 1987; Adams, 2003) began to
generate much negativity about modern farming practices. Cultural
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Table  1
Global challenges compromising the ability of agriculture to deliver sustainable food security.

Challenge Reasons for agricultural concern

Population growth Levels of food production need to be raised to feed everyone
A  nutrition transition Societies are developing a desire for an improved diet, especially one in which meat is consumed
Urban  growth More land is consumed as society grows and demands improved living space, yet it is a fixed commodity for agriculture
Labour skills shortage The amalgamation and rationalisation of agricultural holdings into fewer hands reduces the skills base for food production
Climate change Climate is more unpredictable, with erratic weather events (rather than just ‘warming’) increasing the probability of localised

failures in food production systems
Water shortages Too much agriculture is not rain-fed, but relies upon unreliable or depleting water supplies (such as from fossil aquifers)
Energy demands Western agriculture in particular is heavily dependent upon fossil fuels, even where it is used to produce fuel (which may

cease to become tenable given the challenges above)

Source: adapted from Ambler-Edwards et al. (2009).

expectations of what farming should represent were important
referents (see Morris and Evans, 2004), leading to initial attacks
on industrialised forms of farming as anti-agri-‘cultural’ (Shoard,
1980) and establishing a siege mentality amongst farmers them-
selves that remains acutely in evidence today (Gray, 2012). The
multiplicity of groups occupying rural space has continued to grow
alongside a chronic decline in the agricultural workforce,1 weak-
ening the hegemony of farming. With such varied social, cultural,
political and economic motivations for country living, ‘tensions
between different groups to regulate rural space lead to the emer-
gence of rural conflicts’ (Woods, 1998, p. 1219). The existence of
NIMBYism (not in my  back yard) continues to be well-documented
in this journal (Davies, 2008; Bloodworth et al., 2009; Warren and
McFayden, 2010; Rogge et al., 2011), with some of the more persis-
tent countryside conflicts tending to have shifted attention away
from the conduct of farming itself. Cases include those relating to
the ban on foxhunting in England and Wales under the Hunting Act
2004 (Bingham, 2012), quarrying rights (Bloodworth et al., 2009;
see also SLEG, 2012 for the ongoing Longstone Edge controversy in
the Peak District National Park of central England) and wind farms
(Woods, 2003; Cowell, 2010).

Nevertheless, neo-productivist agricultural change looks set to
court controversy by raising specific challenges within each pillar
(environmental, social, economic and political) associated with the
idea of ‘sustainable development’ it engenders.

(i) Environmental awareness;  balancing the necessity of increas-
ing food production with environmental concerns, a discourse
establishing itself under the terms ‘provisioning ecosystem
services’ and ‘sustainable intensification’ (MEA, 2005; Natural
England, 2012; Foresight, 2011; Food Ethics Council, 2012;
Marsden, 2013).

(ii) Farming as a meaningful occupation; where there is a continu-
ing need for farmers to derive socio-psychological satisfaction
from a demanding occupation (Gasson, 1973; Ilbery, 1985;
Price and Evans, 2009). This often remains expressed in pro-
ductivist terms, as Burton (2004, pp. 203–204) found when
exploring farming identity with an interviewee: ‘a good farmer
[is] always looking to produce more per acre than already pro-
duced . . . at least it should be if you’re a proper farmer’.

(iii) How agriculture is organised;  particularly the ongoing pressures
for structural reorganisation (industrialisation) of farm hold-
ings (Bowler, 1985; Halfacree, 1999; Owen et al., 2000; Rogge
et al., 2011; Thanet Earth, 2012).

(iv) Regulatory systems; as new forms of agricultural practice out-
flank existing regulatory frameworks at various scales (Abdalla
et al., 2002; Kerselaers et al., 2013).

1 Official government figures for England record that a total agricultural labour
force of 475,728 in 1985 had declined to 293,170 by 2010.

Spanish polytunnels provide the focus for this paper because
their sudden appearance in British agriculture is noteworthy for
managing to generate heated argument in all the four spheres of
sustainable agricultural change just outlined. Of course, conflict
over the introduction of new agricultural technologies into the
countryside has arisen before, and it is useful to reflect briefly upon
some examples to contextualise the controversy over polytunnels.
The post-World War  Two development of intensive livestock units
(ILUs), especially for pig (hog) production, has stirred objections to
the appearance of ‘factories’ deemed out of place in rural environ-
ments (Symes and Marsden, 1985; Furuseth, 1997; Ramsey et al.,
2013). Aside from general animal welfare issues with ILUs (Rushen,
2003), local people have mainly objected to their odour and detri-
mental impacts on water quality (Novek, 2003; see also Centner,
2011, on concentrated animal feeding operations). In the UK,  such
disputes have acted to raise fears about the scaling up of industri-
alised farming operations into ‘mega-farms’, as evidenced by the
2011 controversy at Nocton, Lincolnshire, Eastern England over
plans to establish a 3770 cow mega-dairy. Although still at the
proposal stage, planning applications are actively being made else-
where in Britain as the productive logic of ‘super-farms’ becomes
more attractive within globalised agriculture (Jowit, 2012). At
present, the regulatory system has decided in favour of those
anticipating the imagined (rather than real) negative impacts of
mega-farms, but pressure for their acceptance is clearly mounting.
The fear factor has also been influential in the resistance in the EU
to the adoption of genetic modification (GM) technology in agri-
culture (Herrick, 2005; Lane et al., 2007; Hall, 2008). In the UK, GM
crops have been limited to small trial plots at a handful of locations
amidst anxieties over harm to human health and irreversible envi-
ronmental contamination (Levidow and Carr, 2007; Dibden et al.,
2013). Protest groups, such as Take the Flour Back and the London-
based Community Food Growers Network, have renewed direct
action to destroy GM crops even though they remain at an exper-
imental stage (Hickman, 2012; Stocks, 2012). The UK government
recently reiterated its keenness for farmers to adopt GM technol-
ogy (Paterson, 2013) and escalation of the conflict remains almost
inevitable. When searching for lessons learnt so far from such agrar-
ian conflicts, it seems they have proved difficult to resolve despite
constant attempts made over the last decade (Owen et al., 2000;
Carruthers, 2009; Kerselaers et al., 2013). Further, each dispute
also appears to have its own dynamics, meaning that ameliorating
solutions are not easily transferable.

With conflicts over ILUs established and those surrounding
mega-farms and GM lying ahead, one sector of agriculture that is
currently experiencing enhanced, neo-productivist industrialisa-
tion is horticulture. There have been some ILU-type disputes over
site-specific glasshouse clusters, especially regarding their indus-
trial landscape impacts, but without the animal waste and welfare
dimensions (Rogge et al., 2011; Thanet Earth, 2012). However, the
emergence of Spanish polytunnels for fruit, vegetable and flower
growing has precipitated a very different conflict to that caused
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