Q & A WITH SOUTH OF ENGLAND FARMERS
MATTHEW & JENNY READ ON THEIR EXPERIENCE
OF SUCCESSION
Please introduce yourselves, your family and farm business
My name is Matthew Read and I live and farm with my wife Jenny, two
teenage children and assorted dogs, ponies and horses at Saxley Farm
just outside Stockbridge in Hampshire. I have lived and worked on the
farm since I left agricultural college in 1989. Our business is arable
farming growing a range of combinable crops and as well as our home
farm at Saxley we farm five other farms which are a mixture of owned,
tenanted and contract farming arrangements. We have also diversified
into renewable energy.

What does the term ‘succession planning’ mean to you?
Succession planning to me means having a plan in place that will
enable my successor to take over and run the business in a smooth and
orderly manner at the appropriate time, assuming of course that there is
someone who would like to take it on.
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How did succession work between you and your parents?
Having grown up on our family farm in Wiltshire, I had always wanted to farm and taken every opportunity to get
out and drive tractors and generally work on the farm. When I left school, I went to Australia to work on a sheep
farm and then onto Agricultural College and then came straight back to work on one of the farms that my Father
was farming as a tenant. Whilst I am sure that my parents had a plan for succession, we never really sat down
and discussed it in great detail! As opportunities arose for me to learn and take on more responsibility, my
Father was happy to allow me to do that and tolerate the inevitable mistakes! I was fortunate to be awarded a
John Edgar Trust Scholarship, which enabled me to gain valuable business management skills and not only
helped my confidence but gave my Father the confidence to give me more responsibility. Over time, I took on
more of the management and day to day running of the business, whilst my Father took more of a back seat.
As many people will be aware, farmers never really retire and I was fortunate that my Father was prepared to
step back and let me take over whilst still keeping an eye on things and handing out advice when required. In
2000 when he sadly passed away, I was already running the family partnership, alongside the other partners.
Succession therefore gradually happened over a period of years, as my Father was prepared to release the
reins.
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Thinking about now, how are you approaching succession planning?
Although our children are both at school and we are both relatively young and keen to continue working, we
have started to give some thought to the future of the business. When making strategic decisions in the
business, we always now try to consider the implications for the future. We are both very keen to ensure that
whoever takes the business over will first have had the opportunity to gain experience in other businesses
(either agricultural or outside of agriculture). We are both conscious that at some point in order to allow a
successor into the business, we would need to step back and allow someone else to have day to day control, as
my Father did for me. Too often this does not happen and the younger generations get disillusioned and
ultimately the process can begin to fall apart.

What would a good outcome look like for you?
A good outcome would be one or both of the children having the opportunity to take the business on, should
they wish to, and ultimately with everyone still getting on and no family fall outs.

What tips would you give to someone who is thinking about succession planning and not sure
how to start the process?
Identify a successor – think about who and how it might work.
Skills, training – ensure that the successor has the opportunity to gain relevant experience and skills
required to run the business successfully.
Communication – make sure that everyone understands the plan – family members, employees and
customers, bank managers, accountants etc.
Be prepared – to let go and allow the successor to make mistakes and learn from them.
Be flexible – whilst in an ideal world succession takes place in an ordered and organised time frame, ensure
that a plan is in place in case circumstances (ill health, accidents etc) force an earlier than ideal succession.
Talk – to friends, neighbours, others in a similar situation.
Get professional advice – as required from Solicitors, Accountants, etc. – particularly around tenancies,
business structures and Wills.
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