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Teacher’s Page

Sheep versus the Environment

This lesson asks students to look at the conflict between farming practices and the environment.  An example is given – the overgrazing of sheep which has caused wide scale, long-term environmental damage in Britain.  

Students should choose another farmed animal (a suggested list is below) and study the impact that type of farming has on the environment.  

They should make suggestions as to how the negative impacts of farming that type of animal can be minimized or eradicated.  

They should consider the role of market forces, consumer awareness and choice, subsidies and incentives, and personal options available to individual farmers.  

A subject for classroom debate is given at the end.

Sheep versus the Environment

Sheep have come to be part of the British landscape.  Hillsides, meadows, valleys and downland are home to these versatile creatures.  Thanks in part to EU subsidies the number of sheep has risen from 12 million to 40 million since the war
 and because they are so prevalent it’s hard to imagine the countryside without them.  But sheep are not a natural part of the British landscape any more than cows are.  They were all put there in increasing numbers by humans and sheep have more of an impact on the environment than is often recognised.

Vegetation is stripped back and the land is trampled by cloven hooves which seal the surface
 and this combination of effects means that rainwater no longer drains into the earth but pours off the hillsides.
  As thousands of gallons of water pour into rivers they speed up.  As a river’s speed doubles so its corrosive power increases four-fold.
  Riverbanks collapse, spawning grounds of salmon and trout are destroyed
 and floods occur. 

On the other side of the coin, grazing animals can cause desertification.  Without vegetation topsoil erodes and without topsoil nothing can grow.  The dustbowls in America’s history are testament to what can happen if animals are allowed to graze land excessively. 

English Nature has called for a reduction in the number of sheep in Britain due to the destruction of wild areas by overgrazing.
  According to them 67 per cent of limestone grassland and 72 per cent of protected upland healthland within sites of special scientific interest were in poor condition and sixty-four per cent of upland commons were also in poor condition as a result of overgrazing.
  Between 1947 and 1980 twenty per cent of the UK’s natural heather was destroyed by sheep.

Increasing number of sheep per hectare has also resulted in the ploughing and draining of vast tracts of previously unspoilt land and hedgerows.
  The overstocking of sheep at one of the Three Peaks in Yorkshire has resulted in the loss of several rare species of plants and was labelled an ‘ecological disaster’ by Friends of the Earth.
 

Choose another farmed animal (a suggested list is below) and study the impact that type of farming has on the environment.  

You should make suggestions as to how the negative impacts of farming that type of animal can be minimized or eradicated.  

You should also consider the role of 

· market forces

· consumer awareness and choice

· subsidies and incentives

· personal options available to individual farmers.  

Suggested Subjects (you can choose another)
1. Dairy cows

2. Farmed salmon

3. Pig farming (extensive or intensive)

4. Intensive chicken, turkey or duck farming

5. Sheep in Australia

6. Beef cows in the US

Debate of the day

Campaigners say: You can’t be a meat-eating environmentalist.  Do you agree with this statement?







� http://www.guardian.co.uk/print/0%2C3858%2C4090839-103772%2C00.html


� http://www.guardian.co.uk/print/0%2C3858%2C4090839-103772%2C00.html


� http://www.guardian.co.uk/print/0%2C3858%2C4090839-103772%2C00.html


� http://www.guardian.co.uk/print/0%2C3858%2C4090839-103772%2C00.html


� CIWF, Eat Mess Meat p. 38


� http://www.millennium-debate.org/tel8ma7.htm


� http://www.millennium-debate.org/tel8ma7.htm


� CIWF, Eat Mess Meat p. 38


� CIWF, Eat Mess Meat p. 38


� CIWF, Eat Mess Meat p. 38







