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The world turns and through it all, rain or shine, Sal and I tend to keep ourselves amused. I confess that somehow I’ve been dragged into various things. There are few enough of us in the rural community, and it means that some of us have to wear multiple hats. I’ve been involved with our Rural Community Council for some time. Then, for reasons never entirely adequately explained, I ended up helping at the Foodbank occasionally. Foodbanks are interesting places. In my experience, the volunteers and staff are very special people. Mix with them and it has a habit of rubbing off. I’d recommend it.

Still it does mean that conversations I’ve had with volunteers, staff and clients break through into the blog. I did wonder whether to include them in this collection, but in all candour they’re part of the food chain. Sal, who appreciates the occasional time-expired sandwich, would agree with me in this.

Anyway the less said about all this the better. With many thanks to my Lady Wife, without whom none of this would really be possible, and three daughters who are doubtless suitably exasperated. But to be fair, they’re worth it.
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Wool gathering
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Somebody was commenting about wool prices and how much wool was worth. 

Well at the bottom end of the market a Herdwick fleece can weigh up to 2kg and is worth perhaps 25pence per kilo. So your hard won fleece could be worth a whole 50p. [Note these are 2018 prices. By the time you read this the current prices could be higher or lower.]

Jacobs, popular with smallholders and others have a better quality fleece, perhaps worth 45p a kilo. A nice fleece can weigh 2.5kg so you’re in the big money with a fleece worth perhaps £1.12.

If you look at a breed like the Romney, the wool is better again, I’ve seen Romney fleeces valued at £1.25 a kilo, and with a 3kg fleece this can bring in the magnificent sum of £3.75. Obviously the prices change year on year, but generally better wool is worth more.

The fly in this particular ointment is that paying somebody to shear your sheep is probably going to cost about £1.20 a head. Things are better than they were. Unless you’re unlucky or have a lot of mountain breeds, your wool cheque has a chance of paying the bill for clipping.  The obvious thing to do is to have some nice sheep with nice wool, keep it really clean and consider supplying the hand spinners.

The problem with wool is that it’s no longer worth most farmers breeding for wool quality.

If you are on the rough hills then you’ve got Herdwicks, or Swaledales or similar. For centuries these breeds have been bred with survival in mind. This means you want a good mother who can raise decent lambs. If you’re in the lowlands, meat is king, it’s what pays the bills. The bit of money you get for the wool isn’t worth making any changes in the breed that might reduce its potential in important areas.

Obviously in the past it was different. If you read the Cadfael Chronicles by Ellis Peters then you’ll see the old way where wool was so valuable castrated male lambs 

were kept for several years just for shearing for wool,

rather than slaughtering them for the meat. 

Things got so bad at one point, with wool prices bumping along the bottom that people started breeding sheep that shed their wool. So we now have one breed, the Easy Care, sheds its wool during the course of the summer before growing its new fleece. Now the price of wool has picked up a bit. Hence, for anybody but the rough hill breeds, it does at least pay the cost of clipping. But unlike in my grandfather’s early days it’ll never pay the rent. 

But if you’re interested in wool, you’d do worse than visit Woolfest next year. It’s normally held in Cockermouth towards the end of June. 
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I may consult you later
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I never thought I’d mention Sherry Phyllis Arnstein in in my maunderings. To be fair, this is because I’d never heard of the lady. But then I only recently came across her Ladder of Citizen Participation. With the ladder you climb up from rung one to rung eight. 

6, 7, and 8 represent Citizen Power.

8  Citizen Control

7  Delegated Power

6  Partnership

3, 4, and 5 represent Tokenism

5  Placation

4  Consultation

3  Informing

1, and 2 represent Non-participation

2  Therapy

1  Manipulation

Now over the years I’ve taken part in a lot of government consultations. This isn’t a party political thing; I’ve taken part in consultations which have been sent out by all three main parties in power. 

Admittedly the government department I’ve dealt with most has been MAFF/Defra but I cannot imagine that the other heads of the hydra of government bureaucracy are all that much different.

The process is simple.

The civil service decides what it wants to do. It then produces evidence for that option. Once ready, the whole thing is sent out for ‘consultation.’ These have to be carefully managed. After all if you could just send out a question, “What should we do about this issue?” The problem with that is you haven’t a clue what answers you might get. Even worse some of the answers could be really brilliant, and weak minded politicians might be tempted to run with those rather than going with the answer the bureaucracy has already picked.

So the more normal procedure is to supply three or four options. One will normally be ‘do nothing.’ As the whole premise behind the consultation is that doing nothing is not an option, they can put that in to prove they’re genuinely looking at all the options, secure in the knowledge nobody will suggest it.

The second option will be something that might be described, by an over-imaginative correspondent, as ridiculous and unworkable. It’s not normally that bad, but it’s obviously not the one you’re expected to go for. 

The third, goldilocks, option is the one they’ve already decided they want.

Obviously once you know the game, there are things you can do. One is to demolish the goldilocks option, producing hard evidence to show it’s unworkable, illegal, or if all else fails, immoral.

The goldilocks option is the one you’re going to get, so it’s the one you have to work on to ensure that when it is implemented, it does at least do what you want it to.

But back to Sherry Phyllis Arnstein. I wonder what she’d have thought of this aforementioned ‘consultation process?’ There again she might merely have pointed at her Ladder of Citizen Participation where consultation is merely smack bang in the middle of the ‘degrees of tokenism.’

Arnstein’s perspicacity impressed me. Then I mentioned the ladder to somebody else and she merely commented “I saw it in my A level sociology days.”

Yes, Arnstein published this ladder in 1969. At least two generations of bureaucrats have clawed their way out of the swamp of despond to take up their seats in the sunlit uplands which lead to that happy golden evening of index linked pensions. I’d love to know what proportion of them had come across Arnstein, and in spite of this they decided to stick with the term ‘consultation’. I suppose there’s no joy in having power unless you can use it to rub somebody’s nose in it.

Indeed the alternative terms Arnstein put on her ladder are hardly viable replacements for consultation. Placation sounds, if anything, even more patronising. Moving to the next one up, Partnership, is downright dangerous, hoi polloi offered partnership might expect their ideas and opinions to be taken seriously. 

Heaven forefend! That would be the end of civilisation as we know it.
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Chasing the right pheasant
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I was walking round sheep this morning and Sal suddenly went into ‘hunting mode.’ When you’re a small dog and there is a lot of long grass about, this can be tricky. This is especially true as Border Collies tend to be very visual dogs. So she tackles this by either springing up into the air as she runs along; or even by standing up on her hind legs. 

Then, when she’s spotted whatever she suspects is there, she’s down on all fours and she’s off at speed. At this point you might as well write her a strongly worded memo as shout instructions. Whilst she’s still searching you’re in with a chance of maintaining control, but once she’s off, she’s off.

And this morning Sal set off at a run. Suddenly two cock pheasants took off almost in front of her; these were obviously what she’d seen. She followed one, but it was airborne, over the hedge and away. She nosed about the general area, and I could see the other pheasant, running and hugging the ground at the same time. Suddenly Sal noticed it, spun on the spot and ran at it. The pheasant was airborne and away. 

Well Sal had doubtless had an interesting interlude but she’d not got a pheasant. Indeed you could argue that by going for both at the start she’d got neither.

Sal’s antics occurred as I was pondering basic income. It strikes me that it's a nice thing for sensible middle class and working class people who need a buffer. Not only that but they are the people who feel they pay out an awful lot of money and never see any of it back. For them I can see the basic income being a good thing

But having spent time in and around Foodbanks I would ask a number of questions.

But would it work for some Foodbank clients? Seriously those with mental health issues and substance abuse issues aren't going to be helped by it. I know enough alcoholics to know that the money would just go on alcohol and not the rent. So whilst it might help the easy cases, the people who're willing to engage, it won't help the hard cases. Indeed sitting in the Foodbank talking to our clients and volunteers produced some very interesting discussions. After all, for both clients and volunteers, these are very important issues and you’d be surprised how much thought some have given to them. Both groups know that the barrier between client and volunteer is porous. We have walked in the other person’s shoes.

But as one of them pointed out, you cannot have basic income without simultaneously considering the tax system. Otherwise like Sal, you’ll go for two pheasants and get neither. 

Now obviously the basic income will have to be paid for. Some of it will be paid for by the fact you don’t need other payments. But which other payments? Will basic income mean no child benefit? Will it mean no more free prescriptions? Will it mean no housing benefit? No more free school dinners? No more university tuition fees?

And who gets it. Does a family of two adults get two basic incomes, even though their housing costs could well be lower per head than two people living separately? Do children get it and from what age? 

Then there is the issue of tax rates and thresholds. Our current system can produce a cliff edge. 

I had a year when my lady wife calculated I was paying 87% tax, because the previous year we'd had a year when we had no money coming in from farming (with milk prices down to 14 pence per litre we’d made a loss). So under one of Gordon Brown’s schemes we got family credit (or whatever it was called).

Next year I managed to get some contracting work. That year I was on the equivalent of 87% tax because we lost the family credit. Also because our daughter was at university, we lost the money the government paid her in grant because of our low income.

So if you are not careful you could end up with the situation where basic income will become a trap, it's not worth people trying to earn more. Personally I think it could work best if it were linked to a flat rate tax. That might come in anyway. It has a lot going for it in the business sector, rather than hitting companies with all sorts of taxes that are not linked to income or profitability (like business rates) and taxes on profits which are effectively voluntary for major international businesses, they would just take a flat percentage of turnover in the UK. 

Then you get the problem of working hours as well. We know companies are paying the minimum wage and offering very low hours because they can. This is basically because the benefit system is picking up the rest. Not just the benefit system, because that can move with the speed of continental drift, the Foodbanks can have to step in to fill the gap.

So I think we have to make offering low hours expensive.

I'd say that somebody on any contract of employment, no matter how few hours, is a full employee, gets full holiday and sick pay entitlement and the company has to pay full national insurance, even if the person is on one hour a week.

Also if they're on fewer than 17 hours, once they've worked for the company for six months THEY, not the company, decide when they work those hours. (Obviously it has to be when the place of employment is open.) That way they can fit two jobs together and make a sensible living.

Me, I’ve nothing against a basic income. But you cannot just introduce the basic income. I suspect it’d have to be part of a major overhaul of all sorts of things. Mind you, if done right, there’d be major savings because you could cut the number of employees in the DWP and HM Revenue and Customs by well over seventy percent. 

I suspect that anybody introducing it will have to fight against a lot of vested interests. 
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A really superior species
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Somebody said something to my lady wife along the lines of, “Would Jim be interested in these?” I think the person was talking about horses, or sheep, or something. My lady wife looked at what was being talked about and said, “Oh no, he’s a cowman.”

So having dairy cows back is nice. Not my cows, but still, they weren’t my sheep, I’m just playing the gracious host. But it’s good to have them about the place again.

I’ve always liked working with cattle. Suckler cows are fine, calves and stirks are just like dealing with kids. They can be cute and they can be little horrors as well. But when you’re dealing with dairy cows you’re dealing with ladies far more grown up than a lot of people you’ll meet.

What I like about cows is their unabashed curiosity. Old or young they’ll still all wander across to see what’s going on. Sal rolls on the grass to freshen up and as she sits up, three cows will be sniffing her. 

They’re also very accepting. We put them through a new milking parlour. (Well they’d never seen it before, or anything like it.) The first time through there was considerable hesitation, everything had to be sniffed, but then they discovered the feed and suddenly things seemed to make more sense to them. Second time through the parlour, about one in six was still a little hesitant. After a couple of days, this was all old hat. Indeed after three or four days they’d worked out the new routine and had settled perfectly happily to a new home.

But what is interesting is that cows obviously do think about things. One or two worked out that if they went back the wrong way after they’d been milked, it was surprising how much feed they’d find that somebody else had missed. 

Frankly this can be a pain in the proverbial because whilst they’re trying to go back, it’s against the flow. So you have cows meeting in a relatively narrow passage and there’s this clash of wills. 

It’s also interesting to look at cows coping with automatic feeders. We’ve never had them, but I know people who do. The cow wears a collar with a computer chip. She goes to the feeder, the computer looks at how much concentrate feed the cow is entitled to and gives her some. The idea is that the cow eats a little and often. It’s better for her digestion. Now in late lactation she’s getting all the nutrition she needs from grass and/or silage, so she doesn’t need concentrate. So when she goes into the automatic feeder, the computer says ‘No,’ and she doesn’t get anything. 
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