ESRC: Biodiversity passes the taste test and
IS healthier too
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Cattle and sheep grazed on natural grasslands help maintain biodiversity and produce tastier,
healthier meat, according to a study funded by the Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC). The research, part of the Rural Economy and Land Use (RELU) programme which
draws together the social and natural science, concluded that pasture-based farming is good for
the environment, the consumer and the producer but needs stronger support from British policy
makers if it is to realise its full potential.

Detailed analysis of the nutritional qualities of the plant species present on the natural grasslands
showed that they provided grazing animals with a richer more diverse diet than the improved
pastures used for more intensive farming. And this richer diet translated into tastier meat.

The taste panels rated biodiverse beef from cattle breeds such as Longhorn - a traditional breed
particularly well adapted to unimproved grassland environments — to be more tender and more
flavour intense than meat from conventional breeds.

Chemical analysis showed that the meat from animals with a more biodiverse diet was healthier
too. Meat from wild-grazed lambs, particularly those grazed on heather, had higher levels of the
natural antioxidant, vitamin E, than meat from animals grazed on improved grass land. It also
had higher levels of healthy fatty acids including the long chain omega 3 fatty acid, DHA,
thought to play a key role in brain development and to protect against heart disease. And higher
levels of the anti-carcinogenic compound, conjugated linoleic acid (CLA) were found in meat
from lambs grazed on moorland and Longhorn cattle grazed on unimproved pastures than in
control meat.

The study was inspired by observations of French rural communities where there is a long
standing tradition of associating the ecological quality of the land with the quality of the food
produced on it. As Professor Henry Buller of Exeter University and leader of the research team,
explains: “Many French farmers actively maintain the biodiversity of their grasslands in order to
protect the future of the high quality food produced from it. We wanted to know if this approach
could provide a model for more sustainable farming in the UK.”



Although intensive agriculture dominates the British countryside, a growing number of farms are
using natural and species-rich grasslands such as salt marshes, heather and moorland to graze
cattle, sheep and lambs.

Professor Buller points out that the French have a long history of linking the qualities of a
particular area with high value produce through such schemes as the Appellation d’Origine
Controlée and more recently through the Protected Food Names legislation introduced in 1993
by the European Union.

The findings from the focus groups in this study showed clearly that consumers are increasingly
willing to pay for food with links to natural sounding places. But Britain has been very slow to
take advantage of place-based labelling schemes — while France has 52 protected designations
for meat products, the UK has only 8.

According to Professor Buller both producers and policy makers should give serious attention to
the way we label and promote local foods in the UK. There should be targeted support to help
groups of farmers to work together to link the natural qualities of biodiverse grasslands to areas
larger than individual farms:

“The British notion of local has become far too fixed on distance. Locality should be about the
quality of the place and the relationship between the agricultural and ecological landscape,” he
says.
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NOTES FOR EDITORS:

1. This release is based on the findings from ‘Eating biodiversity: an investigation of the
links between guality food production and biodiversity protection’, (award number: RES-
224-25-0041) a study funded by the Economic and Social Research Council. The research
was carried out by Professor Henry Buller and Dr Carol Morris at Exeter University, Dr
James Kirwan at Gloucestershire University, Professor Jeff Wood at Bristol University,
and Mr Alan Hopkins and Dr Robert Dunn at the Institute of Grassland and
Environmental Research. The project was part of the Rural Economy and Land Use
Programme (RELU).

2. The researchers undertook detailed fieldwork on 39 farms where farmers had
specifically sought to graze their animals on natural grasslands. The fieldwork included
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ecological surveys of pastures, farmer interviews and business surveys and, in a sample of
farms, meat analysis, taste panels and consumer focus groups. Control farms operating
more intensive livestock systems were used to compare the nature of the grasslands (species
numbers and variability), the farm management practices and, where appropriate, the
product characteristics.

3. The ESRC confirms the quality of its funded research by evaluating research projects
through a process of peers review. This research has been graded as good.

4. The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is the UK's largest funding agency
for research and postgraduate training relating to social and economic issues. It supports
independent, high quality research which impacts on business, the public sector and the
third sector. The ESRC’s planned total expenditure in 2008/09 is £203 million. At any one
time the ESRC supports over 4,000 researchers and postgraduate students in academic
institutions and research policy institutes. More at http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk

5. The Rural Economy and Land Use Programme is an unprecedented collaboration
between the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), the Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and the Natural Environment Research
Council (NERC). It has a budget of £24 million, with additional funding provided by the
Scottish Government and the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.
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