Agriculture and nature conservation are not compatible. Discuss
Modern agriculture has developed rapidly in the past eighty years. Since the second world war the UK government and European  Union (EU) with EU subsidy  payments have supported farmers as they have been encouraged to produce more food from the land to ensure that our population would have food security in the future which is desirable and understandable. This has resulted in tremendous expansions in yields of crops per hectare (10 tonnes wheat/ha) much higher milk yields per cow (7000 litres/pa) and more intensive stocking of livestock and fowl for meat and eggs, often housed inside buildings to maximise efficiency coupled with bought in food stuffs often from overseas markets with molasses and palm oil  supplementing grains from the farm crops. High inputs of artificial fertilizers with nitrogen phosphates and potash (NPK) plus the rapid pesticide development and almost universal use of it for control of fungus diseases (fungicides),destruction of soil dwelling and aerial pests harmful to agricultural crops (pesticides) and eradication of all unwanted plant species (herbicides). Steroid and antibiotic usage has grown considerably for the acceleration of muscle development on meat producing animals and prevention of health disorders across the various livestock. With the drive to maximise production, subsidies were available to drain wet fields, remove hedgerows to create larger fields and cut down overhanging trees that cast shade on the crops below. Farm ponds were filled in to allow more usable cropping ground and awkward corners of fields were included in the production areas for crops. Bigger machinery allows faster  operations to be undertaken including ploughing, fertilizer application, sowing, spraying and harvesting. Hybridisation of crop varieties and latterly the development of genetically 
modified (GM )varieties allow crops to produce more tonnage per Ha at the expensive of loss of heritage varieties. 
Monocultures of crops such as maize, oil seed rape or grassland for grazing have become the norm for many farms whereas they used to be mixed farms of animals and a wide range of crops including grassland, cerials  and root crops. With the drive to maximise yields, irrigation has been widely expanded to provide ideal water levels to growing crops. This has often  led to low water levels in both waterways and aquafers. Cultivating machinery has become powered by the engines of the powerful tractors so soil can be reduced to a workable state using power harrows after ploughing  whereas in the past the soil moisture would have dictated when this could be undertaken.
Whilst these developments have produced a huge increase in food production, they have been disastrous for nature conservation. The seminal environmental science book Silent Spring by Rachel Carson published in 1962 exposed the disastrous effects that  pesticide were having on our wildlife.
DDT pesticide was discovered to be affecting the thickness of eggshells in apex bird of prey species causing a massive decline in their numbers, particulary peregrine falcons. (Falco peregrinus) Metaldehyde used widely as an agricultural molluscicide for the control of slugs and snails is a persistent chemical that was causing the unintended poisoning of other predators, species such as hedgehog and song thrush. It also got into the water system and caused widespread pollution of our drinking water as it could not be eradicated but only diluted to a maximum safe level.
General pesticides sprayed over entire farms in a single day kill millions of small insects that are pollinators and food for larger birds and animals. Similarly, fungicides often sprayed several times in a crops life cycle kill natural beneficial fungus species that are decomposers or mycorrhiza normally benefitting the improvement of the soil and growth of  plants. Herbicides that are developed to kill all the weed (wild native flowers) plants whilst leaving the farmed crop unaffected mean that little biodiversity of plant life exists within the farmed fields. High artificial fertilizers usage with some spreading onto hedgerows at field boundaries results in excessive growth of a few vigorous plant species such as dock (Rumex spp) perennial nettle (Urtica dioica) and couch grass (Elymus repens) which crowd out other native species. Run off and leaching of excess fertilizer into watercourses causing eutrophication where high levels of nitrogen( N) and phophates (P) result in rapid growth of algae causing it to bloom. This results in reduction of dissolved oxygen causing death to many  invertibrates and fish in rivers and lakes. It also pollutes our drinking water.
A good brown earth soil structure is made up of 50 to 60% soil minerals, 1 to 5% organic matter and 30 to 35% air spaces or pores, these pores contain water which contains dissolved oxygen, carbon dioxide and other trace gases including dissolved nitrogen or  air, the balance between air and water within these pores varies constantly  according to the precipitation, the soil texture and structure, vegetation and topography the land. A good fertile soil is also teaming with billions of microorganisms including fungi, nematodes and bacteria and also macro organisms including earthworms and insects. (Adams, Bamford, Early., 2011)
It is estimated to take 400 years to create 25 millimetres of soil from weathered rock. Unfortunately with modern farming the organic matter (OM)of most farmland is below 1% as the removal of most of the crop and the cessation of addition of animal manures each year is resulting in low OM. This has a detrimental effect on soil structure as the OM produces the Mull humus with the action of soil microbes which binds the soil into small particles with adequate pore space for gaseos exchange and water holding and movement. With the over vigerous cultivation using high powered machinery coupled with poor soil structure soil particles are being reduced to mineral components so much soil erosion is taking place and it has been estimated that we only have 40 cycles of cultivation left before all the horizon A topsoil is depleted on our most vunerable fields. On the high organic  peatlands in the fens the peat is eroding and releasing locked up carbon that is adding to global warming, this is also occurring on conventional mineral soils to a lesser but still concerning extent. Larger tractors and machinery is compacting the soils causing them to forms surface pans which result in an inability to absorb precipitation resulting in an increase in flooding. Bigger fields have meant the removal of hedgerows until this was fortunately restricted in 1987 which have led to the loss of approximately half of Britain’s hedgerows during the last century (Barr and Parr, 1994) This seems to have ceased now although the biodiversity value of the existing hedges are greatly diminished due to the almost complete change of hedgerow management from laying and pollarding to flail mowing which thins the width and leaves bare areas within the base and body of the hedgerow. This is important as hedges are a critical part of our UK habitat. “Hedgerows are the most significant wildlife habitat over large stretches of lowland UK and are an essential refuge for a great many woodland and farmland plants and animals” (JNCC, 2007).Many of our existing hedgerows are hundreds of years old. Some of the oldest are Assart hedges, remnants of previous woodland or from scrub growing in uncultivated strips of land.(Historic England 2020)
 ‘Hooper’s Rule’ is essentially a correlation between the number of woody species present in a 30-yard length of hedge and its age in centuries, assuming that new hedges were planted using just one or two species and that floral diversity increases uniformly over time. Hedges originating from woodland ‘assarting’ tend towards greater species diversity and a more complex relationship with age. 
Drained fields have led to a loss of wetland habitats with a drastic reduction in amphibians and wetland wildflowers and bird species. The filling in of farm ponds has exacerbated this and affected many species  of invertebrate.
The past three generations of farming have taken a very detrimental toll on the health and biodiversity of our natural wildlife but environmental pressure and common sense appear to be  providing some positive signs. A new Agriculture Act and also a new Environmental Act are proceeding through the UK parliament currently and with sensible policy advise from bodies such as the Wildlife Trusts (https://wildlifetrusts.org) with their excellent “What next for farming” policy briefing document produced in 2019 and early signs from the UK government and the National Farmers Union that policy is shifting from one of maximising food production to one of environmentally produced food with payments for environmental services including flood prevention and clean water and biodiversity and tree planting and carbon sequestration perhaps the next generation of farmers can turn the tide in favour of nature conservation once more.
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