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Rural estates must take more strategic approach to diversification as pressures grow, says Knight Frank
Rural estates have a long history of adapting to economic and social change, but the current pace and complexity of that change means diversification now requires a more deliberate, whole estate approach, according to Knight Frank.
The firm says estates are being pushed by declining agricultural subsidies, rising labour and capital costs and increasing compliance demands, while also being pulled towards opportunities in tourism, commercial property, biodiversity net gain and natural capital.
Ross Houlden, Partner at Knight Frank, said: “Diversification is not new, but the pace of change is. Estates are facing the combined pressures of declining agricultural subsidies, rising labour and capital costs, and increasing compliance demands, while a wider range of commercial, visitor and environmental opportunities are emerging. With so much shifting at once, decisions can no longer be based on instinct or imitation, they need to be strategic and evidence based rather than reactive.”
Knight Frank says the strongest strategies begin with the estate as a whole and understanding how land, buildings, tenancies and enterprises interact, rather than a single asset or one-off project. Copying what has worked elsewhere can create financial and operational risk if it does not fit the estate, local market or long-term plan.
Patrick Dillon, Senior Analyst at Knight Frank, said: “The psychology of estate management is shifting. Some estates have historically been able to rely on land, property and rent rolls to wash their own face. That model has not disappeared, but it is under more pressure than it once was.
“As traditional income streams are eroded, owners are having to ask more searching questions of their land and buildings: what is coming in, what is going out, where value is being lost and where it could be created.
“That is a more business-minded way of looking at an estate, but it is becoming increasingly important. It is easy to look at another estate and want to replicate a successful idea, but good diversification starts with understanding what works for this asset, in this place, as part of this estate. Data helps separate a good-looking idea from the right idea.”
Knight Frank points to its work with Ingleborough Estate in the Yorkshire Dales National Park as an example of diversification rooted in place, assets and community need.
At Ingleborough Estate, the nature trail and show cave have been brought back in hand, while the historic listed sawmill at the trail entrance has been restored and converted into a café and small exhibition space. Once an early hydro powered workshop, the building now acts as a welcoming gateway between the village and the wider landscape, strengthening the visitor experience and supporting local employment.
Knight Frank says the project shows how diversification can create income while supporting visitor services, heritage conservation and community use when it is aligned with an estate’s landscape and local context.
Hannah Munro, Associate at Knight Frank, said: “Ingleborough demonstrates the value of a more joined up approach. Restoring the old sawmill has created a genuine hub at the foot of the trail - a place that feels authentic to the estate’s history and to the village it serves.
“Bringing the café, trail and cave together has created a stronger visitor offer, an additional income stream and something that supports both the wider estate and the local community.”
But Knight Frank warns that diversification is not a straightforward route to additional income. Once an estate moves from passive ownership into active enterprise, it takes on a more complex operating model, including staffing, management, compliance, marketing and reinvestment, which many estates have not historically needed to manage directly. 
Mr Houlden added: “Many of these projects are operating businesses with real cost, risk and management responsibilities. The best approach is to start at whole-estate level, identify which forms of diversification are right, and then decide how they should be delivered.”
Knight Frank says that better data and feasibility work are increasingly central to this process, helping estates understand demand, test viability and plan for long-term resilience.
James Shepherd, Partner at Knight Frank, concluded: “Rural estates have a long history of adapting, and that resilience should be seen positively. Many estates are looking at how they can use their land, buildings and businesses to create income, support local communities and respond to changing environmental and economic pressures.
“What they need now is the confidence to invest. That means stable policy, predictable taxation, a planning system that enables appropriate rural enterprise, and advice that helps owners test the right opportunities for their own estate rather than emulating what has been successful elsewhere.”
To discuss solutions or estate planning, get in touch with Knight Frank’s Rural Consultancy: https://www.knightfrank.co.uk/commercial/rural-property. 
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