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The Second World War was a key period for British agriculture. 

For the first time, the State intervened in agriculture in order 

to increase food production. A Food and Supply Committee 

was established in April 1936. Its recommendations were                          

applied through two acts. 

 

The Agriculture Act of 1937 increased the acreage for crop 

production and increased subsidised drainage and fertilizers. 

The wheat subsidy was extended to oats and barley. The 1939 

Agriculture Development Act provided a payment of £2 for 

every acre of pasture ploughed up in the summer of 1939 for 

arable production. 

 

The need for greater bureaucratic 

machinery, to connect farmers 

with central government, led to                                                                             

the formation of the County War 

Agricultural Executive Committees 

(War Ags) in 1939. They were set 

up in each county with the power 

to order ploughing-up and                             

determine the crops to be 

grown. 
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Farming in World War Two 



 

The ploughing of grassland was the 

basis of agricultural policy. By the 

end of the war, the area under                   

arable cultivation was around 18 

million acres. In Rutland, only 38% 

of agricultural land remained as 

grassland compared to 70% in the 

1930s. Production of wheat, barley 

and oats had all increased                                   

substantially. 

 

Productivity improved through increased mechanisation,                          

particularly tractors. The number of agricultural workers also 

increased aided by the use of women, children and prisoners of 

war. Leicestershire and Rutland had over twenty Prisoner of 

War camps with Italians, Germans and Eastern European                  

prisoners. 

 

Agriculture emerged from the war in a strong position.                            

Although food had been rationed, the needs of the population 

had been met. 
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Between 1939 and 1944 in England and Wales: 
 

 Arable land increased in area by 63% 

 

 Wheat, barley and potato crops almost doubled 

 

 Oats production rose by two-thirds 

 

 Total agricultural workers increased by 22% 

 

 Cattle numbers increased by 6% 

 

 Pig numbers decreased by 58% 

 

 Fowl numbers decreased by 46% 

 

 Sheep numbers decreased by 30% 

 

 Hay production fell by one-third 

 

 Tractor numbers increased by 50% from 1942 to 

 1944 
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In June 1939, three months before Britain declared war on   

Germany, the Women’s Land Army (WLA) was re-formed               

under the leadership of Lady Denman. This organisation had 

been created during the First World War to produce food for 

the nation in time of war. 

 

By September 1939 Britain was at war 

and all able-bodied men were needed 

to fight. Within three months of the  

onset of war, agriculture in England and 

Wales had lost over thirty thousand 

men to the British Army. Women were 

once again desperately needed to           

perform the vital role of maintaining 

production of the nation’s food                     

supplies. 

 

Recruitment offices were set up in each county and by                             

December 4,500 land girls were employed on farms. The WLA 

proved to be one of the most popular of the wartime services 

but acceptance was not automatic. Only 10% of applicants 

were enrolled.  
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The Women’s Land Army 



 

The Women's Land Army was made up of girls from all over 

Britain and from every walk of life. Many girls came from rural 

areas but at least one third of them were recruited from                        

London and the northern industrial cities. 

 

Propaganda posters attempted to make Land Army work                           

appear as glamorous as possible. Girls were attracted by a                  

romantic country life working in the open air but the reality 

was often very different. Many women who volunteered to 

work on farms endured poor working and living conditions. 

 

The girls were supposed to get 

basic training in farming at a college 

or on a training farm but the need 

to produce food was so urgent that 

many had to learn on the job.                

Nevertheless, the Land Girls were 

soon tackling just about every task 

required of them. By 1943 they 

were helping to produce 70% of the 

nation’s food. 
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By the end of 1943 there were over 80,000 members of the 

Women’s Land Army employed on the land, performing every 

type of job relating to food production such as: 

Ploughing fields     

Threshing and harvesting crops           

Fruit picking and packing 

Haymaking 

Hedging, ditching, thatching 

Milking cows and butter making 

Dung-spreading 

Lifting and clamping potatoes 

Digging and hoeing fields 

Rat catching 

Tending sheep, pigs and poultry 

Repairing tractors. 

The Land Girls worked long hours for little pay: a minimum of 

48 hours in winter and 52 in summer. It was because of 

their contribution that the British people did not starve 

during the war. 
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When the Women’s Land Army was disbanded in 1950 the 

members received neither medals nor gratuities. They were 

even required to return most of their uniform. Many members 

were upset that they were not invited to take part in the annual 

Remembrance Day march to the Cenotaph until 2000.  
 

It took another eight years of pressure before the Government 

officially recognised their efforts. In 2008 they were awarded a 

specially designed badge to commemorate their service. 
 

The badge bears the Royal Crown and shows a gold wheat 

sheaf on a white background surrounded by a circlet of pine 

branches and pine cones. It indicates the work of both the Land 

Army and the Timber Corps. 
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