Few regrets from time as
Britain’s biggest farmer

C HR[&Y I"ﬂ'— TACON has stepped down
from the role of being Botain’s higgest
farmer with few regrets and an
enthusiasm for the future of fond prodisc-
i

Mrx Tacon, who was until January the
chief exectitive of C Farrma, tokd
the members of Blairgowrie Civie Trust
yesterday that food security had moved
belatedly to the top of the international
agunda and she hoped 1o hring her exper-
time: to ever on the problern through dinector-
ships of major players i the food indostry.

“1woakd I.tl:mltappulmd toan FTSE
100 ~ Iofihen b WodTIEn
o their boards at all, and %o far | heve writ-
ten w0 four of them!™ she said.

For those who have come across Mrs
Tiscon during her 11 years in the farming
sector, such refreshing frankness will come
A8 P SUrpSe.

She hess never been afrid i ke a prob-
Tem by the serull of the neck and ghve ita
good shake.

“Tehunk (11 have atry regrots over iy time
at Co-operative Farms it would be that |
didn't make changes for the better quickly
enongh.” she said.

That would nol be sn obvious criticism
1o make back in 2000 when Mes Tacon, an

with no n;u;mm of farming, ok over
responsibility for Co-operative Farmis and
its 55,000 acres of owned and managed
land,

Al that time the business, which owns
wround a third of the land i farms, was
hermorrhaging cash. The turmover was £43m
the vear Mirs Thcon armived but fosses were
runting st E6m

“1 kmenw | waes ruthless bun big decisi

-d'ﬁ'xwhok(‘u-mhmmmh;
£15bn mmover,” she said

Ouie of the most controwersial devisions
was 1o ane the 4,.500-cow dairy enterprise
which had been at the heart of the busines
since its inception in | 596,

“No, I don't regret making that move. |
could see then that dairying was moving o
bigger units and we had 13 sites, most of
which bad seen no imvestment for five or
even 10 years. We just weren't in the nght
pluf.cu'ﬁ!ldliryingmlllwth:himmall

huaed iy b resauke o there might ol have been

part of saving the b 7 Mirs Tacon saikd.
T‘Iutnuhmem one part of the Co-
that she was very

& farming division lefl in the Co-op
business.” she said.

“In fmmngu'mlill 1% a big player with
E65m turnover, but it is a very small part

M'.en to resurrect. Fanms were orginslly
bought around the UK so that they could

supply fresh produce 0 the Co-operative

_.‘;‘_xm; The Rosemount Estate

at Blairgownie was goon part of the portflio

andd remains the Scottish headquasiers for

the business.

By the inter-war period CWS owned

farns and plantations around the word as

weell as processmg facilities, making it an
mnmmmvmmnm

By!hcdn:MrsTlm pined the busi-
ness in 2000 all of that had been lost and the
farms were supplying other supermarkets
spch as Morrisons with potatoes, but not
the Co-op's own stores.

“Wie haud become disconnected,

“We were the only retailer with its own

“We had one big acdvantage as we ivested
in building up the finks with our stores —
we knew we wouldn't be delisted” she siid.

“We had to be competitive on price of
courste but we knew we would be able 1o
keep the business,

“Customers liked the p we
could offer and the link with our own
farms

“Fochnalogy has aliowed 18 1 trace pota-
toes from the shelf right back to the field
they camne frony

“Our first move was the *Grown by
Us"campaign which still nins.

“We heve aince added photos ul'rmduc-
ers on many of the packs and this allows us
10 acknowledge other farmers who supply
our packhouses™

The i has been desabl
and included a packhonse for potatoes at
Carnoustie snd another for soft fruit at
Long!

By 2016 the target is for Co-operative
Fasmos 1o produce all the apples and pota-
toes sold in the stores, and aroand half the
strawberrics.

It liseal terms this bas involved straw-
berry production al Roscrnount nsing from
100 tonmes per year w over .00 tonnes
over i decade.

M Tacon also leaves other legacies
aligned with the Co-operative movement's
ethow of social responsibility.

The Habitat Heroes initiative CrCOunges
farm 0
or vislnerabie specios such as, in the case of
Rosemaount, red squirrels.

The Farm to Fork schools project has
brought thousands of children on to farms
for structured visits,

Along the way Mrs Tacon bas been
awarded a CRE for services to agriculfure
and been chunrman of the Oxfosd Farnung
Conference,

Tt is hard to believe that her new career
pith, however high flying it might be, will
take lk_l‘ too far from farmung and food




