Date: August 2021

The importance of agri-environment-climate
payments for addressing the nature and climate
emergency

Summary
This paper sets out the vital role of agri-environment payments in addressing both the nature and
climate emergencies. It sets out:
•
•
•
•
•

The link between farming and its importance for wildlife, including the habitats and key avian
species found across Scotland.
How the intensification and specialisation of agriculture, as well as agricultural land abandonment,
have been historical and ongoing key causes of farmland biodiversity loss.
A brief overview of the history and importance of agri-environment support, explaining the most
recent iteration of such schemes in Scotland with the Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS).
What AECS delivers and supports, such as habitat creation and organic farming, and some of
the key species and habitats it protects.
Finally, what RSPB Scotland wants to see happen with agricultural policy:
- Short term (now until 2024 or new policy is introduced). The Scottish Government should
provide the necessary funding and AECS should continue to open for applications each year
- Longer term (2024-2028). Transition towards a whole agricultural support package, based
upon principles of public goods, that better delivers for nature and climate.

1. Introduction
Agri-environment schemes and payments were first introduced into the EU Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP) in the mid-1980s. Over time, they evolved to become central components of Rural
Development Programmes (Pillar II of the CAP), supporting farmers for maintaining or introducing
wildlife friendly methods of farming. Latterly, they have become important in encouraging farmers
to also adopt practices that help to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and tackle climate change.
Scotland has successfully operated agri-environment schemes, as part of the CAP, since the first
Environmentally Sensitive Area Schemes were introduced in 1987.
Having left the EU and, with it, the Common Agricultural Policy, Scotland now has significant choices
to make about future farming policy and what payments should be given to farmers and crofters
in the coming years. Given the interactions between farming and soils, air, water, biodiversity and
our climate, those choices will determine to what extent agriculture helps address the nature and
climate emergency in the coming decades. Making the right choices is therefore paramount.

1

In this paper, we make the case for agri-environment-climate
payments to continue to be a vital – and arguably bigger, better and
more central - part of future farm support for Scotland’s farmers and
crofters. Without such payments, we believe we stand to witness further
declines in farmland wildlife and the habitats they depend on and to miss
opportunities for enhancing and expanding nature-based solutions to
climate change. The paper starts by looking at the relationship between
farming and wildlife and at the trends in farmland wildlife (especially
birds) and then summarises how agri-environment payments have been
operating until now and what they can achieve. The paper finishes by
looking at what should happen next to agri-environment support in
Scotland, both in the short-term and as part of a new rural policy.

2. Why farming is important for wildlife and key farmland
species and habitats
With 70% of Scotland’s landscape covered by some form of agricultural
production, how farmers and crofters manage their land matters for
nature. In agricultural systems, biodiversity will tend to be greatest where
the intensity of production is low, there is a high proportion of semi-natural
habitats as part of the farm mosaic, and there is diversity of land cover,
as follows:

Characterising High Nature Value farming
Farming intensity – biodiversity is usually higher on farmland that

is managed at a low intensity. The more intensive use of machinery,
fertilisers and pesticides and/or the presence of high densities of grazing
livestock, greatly reduces the number and abundance of species on
cropped and grazed land.
Presence of semi-natural vegetation – the biodiversity value of seminatural vegetation, such as unimproved grazing land and traditional hay
meadows, is significantly higher than intensively managed agricultural
land. In addition, the presence of natural and semi-natural farmland
features such as mature trees, shrubs, uncultivated patches, ponds and
rocky outcrops, or linear habitats such as streams, banks, field margins
and hedges, greatly increases the number of ecological niches in which
wildlife can co-exist alongside farming activities.
Diversity of land cover – biodiversity is significantly higher when there is
a “mosaic” of land cover and land use, including low intensity cropland,
fallow land, semi-natural vegetation and farmland features. Mosaic
agricultural habitats are made up of different land uses, including parcels
of farmland with different crops, patches of grassland, orchards, areas
of woodland and scrub. This creates a wider variety of habitats and food
sources for wildlife and therefore supports a much more complex ecology
than the simplified landscapes associated with intensive agriculture
Source: Developing High Nature Value Farming and Forestry Indicators
for the Scotland Rural Development Programme (2011)
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Farming systems which exhibit these characteristics can be defined as
High Nature Value (HNV). Scotland has a relatively large share of HNV

farmland (c. 40%) – predominantly low intensity livestock and crofting
systems found in upland areas. In the lowlands, the dominant farming
systems (arable, dairy, mixed arable & horticulture, horticulture, pig and
poultry) tend to be more specialised and the vast majority are managed
intensively. As a result, they tend not to satisfy HNV characteristics and
are usually of much lower biodiversity value. Many species of seed-eating
farmland birds however are still associated with lowland arable and mixed
systems, especially where spring sown cereals and over-winter fallows
are still common. Similarly, the presence of semi-natural landscape
features such as hedges, ponds, wetlands and small uncultivated
patches within lowland farming systems can play an important role in
providing wildlife habitat and in supporting certain species. Maintaining
such features where they still exist, or re-introducing them along with
other habitat creation e.g. field margins and beetlebanks, can be highly
beneficial for wildlife.

2.1 Bird species and habitats found in the uplands and lowlands
Upland

Lowland

Over half of Scotland’s land area
(55%) is upland habitat comprising
montane (0.5%); inland rock (1%);
bracken (1.6%); fen, marsh & swamp
(3%); dwarf shrub heath (11%); acid
grassland (12%); and bog (26%). In
agricultural terms, heather moorland
and permanent grasslands are the
most important resources, utilised by
grazing livestock. Breeding birds associated with these habitats include
black grouse, curlew, ring ouzel,
dotterel, dunlin and twite, amongst
others.

Nearly a quarter of Scotland’s land
area (24%) is arable and horticulture,
improved or neutral grassland. These
farmland habitats occur primarily in
the lowlands on enclosed land and
are important for species such as
skylark, corn bunting, grey partridge,
tree sparrow, breeding waders and
corncrakes, amongst others.

2.2 Relationship between upland and lowlands and their
importance for birds
From a bird conservation perspective, there are important relationships
between enclosed farmland and upland areas1. Birds such as black
grouse, golden plover, curlew, skylark, ring ouzel and twite nest in upland
habitats but secure key food resources from arable and in-bye grasslands
below the moorland line.
Many upland breeding birds including waders (e.g. lapwing, curlew, golden
plover), songbirds (e.g. skylark) and raptors (e.g. merlin) also depend on
lowland farmland habitats in winter. Further, the uplands and habitats
such as internationally important machair increasingly represent the last
refuge from intensification and habitat loss in the lowlands. Machair is
vitally important for species such as the corncrake and the great yellow
bumblebee (see 5.3).
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Newton, I. ‘Uplands and Birds’, William Collins (2020)

3. Trends in farmland birds and wildlife linked to changes
in farming
For many farmland and upland bird species, both past and ongoing changes
in agricultural management practices have contributed to their decline2,3.
Corncrakes once bred in all Scottish counties in the mid-19th century;
by the 1980s they were almost entirely restricted to the Hebridean and
Orkney islands with current numbers at around 870 calling males. The
BTO’s Breeding Bird Survey shows that lapwings have declined by 56%
between 1995-2018, Curlew by 59% and starlings by 29%4.
Figures from Nature Scot’s Abundance for Scottish Terrestrial Breeding
Birds (1994 to 2018) show a mixed picture for farmland birds, with increases
in some species overall. However, it shows long-term decreases in some
farmland specialist birds, including declines of more than 50% for kestrel
and lapwing, and between 25-50% declines in oystercatcher and rook.
Further, nine species in the upland bird indicator are in significant longterm decline. Species such as dotterel, curlew, black grouse and hooded
crow declined by more than 50%5.
Wildlife other than birds have also faced population declines. The
comprehensive 2019 State of Nature report shows that the abundance
and distribution of Scotland’s species has on average declined over
recent decades, with agricultural management identified as one of the
key drivers nature loss. Across Scotland, there has been a 24% decline
in average species’ abundance, a 14% decline in average species’
distribution, 49% of species have decreased in abundance and 1 in 10
species are threatened with extinction6.
For example, the distribution of Great Yellow Bumblebee has declined
by 80% in the last century, making it one of the UK’s rarest bumblebees
found only in the north and islands of Scotland7. Other once widespread
invertebrates, such as Marsh Fritillary, are now extinct in the eastern half
of Britain with colonies still disappearing by around 10% every decade.
There are now only about 35 colonies in Scotland, which are some of
the most important in Europe8. Moths are also facing steep declines,
with a recent State of Britain’s Larger Moths 2021 report by the Butterfly
Conservation showing9 that there are four times as many moth species
decreased in abundance than increased10.

3.1 Causes of farmland biodiversity loss
There is now widespread evidence across the UK and Europe that
agricultural intensification and specialisation are key drivers of the loss
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of farmland biodiversity. Intensification is associated with increases
historically in agrochemical use, the move to higher yielding crop/grass
varieties and more productive livestock breeds and greater mechanisation.
Specialisation is characterised by a move away from mixed farming
systems with greater heterogeneity towards specialised arable or livestock
enterprises and increases in scale of operations. Conversely, the decline,
and even outright abandonment, of agriculture in some economically
marginal – primarily upland - areas is also of increasing concern for its
impact on biodiversity, for example, stock reductions leading to reduced
grazing levels. For many habitats, maintaining the right level of grazing or
grass/crop management is key to preserving their wildlife value.
In addition, the loss and neglect of non-farmed features such as
hedgerows, trees, gorse/scrub and ponds across the farmed landscape
has, historically, also accompanied agricultural improvement and
contributed to biodiversity declines by reducing habitat diversity.

4. History of Agri-Environment Support and its importance
The introduction of the European Union’s Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP) in the 1960s originally aimed at increasing food production and to
drive economic productivity in agriculture.
This consequently led to the intensification and specialisation of agriculture,
resulting in significant environmental impacts. Over time, an increased
understanding of the causal links between agriculture, biodiversity
declines and contributions to climate change and other environmental
impacts led to calls for reforming the CAP.
Through subsequent reforms, different instruments and tools were
developed for farmers to help mitigate the environmental impacts of
agriculture and to support farming systems and practices that were
beneficial for wildlife and the environment. Agri-environment (AE)
schemes are one of these policy tools11 and in 1992 a regulation was
introduced that made it compulsory for all member states to make such
schemes available to farmers12.
Later CAP reforms extended the agri-environment concept to include
climate objectives. Today, Agri-Environment (AE) schemes continue to
be a vital part of the CAP and have been available to farmers and crofters
in Scotland since 1987. More recent reforms have sought to mainstream
AE payments for wildlife and the wider farmed environment through
‘greening’ payments linked to the Basic Payment Scheme, although they
have not been as effective as originally hoped.
AE schemes are voluntary for farmers to enter and support environmental
land management in two different ways: first, they provide financial
support to existing systems and types of farming that are positive for
nature, climate and the environment in order to ensure they, and their
associated farming practices, continue; and, secondly, they incentivise
11
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/research/newsalert/pdf/AES_impacts_on_agricultural_environment_57si_en.pdf
12
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farmers to undertake new and/or additional activities beneficial to wildlife,
climate and the environment.
AE payments support the provision of public goods
An important concept underpinning AE schemes is one of ‘public
money for public goods’. The concept of public goods is a way of
describing the environmental and social goods and services provided
by agriculture and forestry that society benefits from but farmers are
not rewarded for producing through market prices. Maintaining or
encouraging the provision of public goods therefore needs supporting,
through financial incentives or other mechanisms.
The main environmental public goods that are provided by agriculture
are farmland biodiversity, cultural landscapes, high quality water, air and
soil, a stable climate and resilience to flooding. Paying for public goods
delivers the outcomes society demands whilst supporting farming,
crofting, forestry and other land management activities in the process.
In very many cases, these outcomes can only be achieved through the
continuation of such activities.
In helping farmers and crofters deliver public goods, AE payments
– calculated on costs incurred and income foregone – contribute to
maintaining farming and crofting communities, especially in some of
Scotland’s more remote rural areas.

5. Agri-Environment Schemes in Scotland
There is a history of AE schemes in Scotland, which have supported
farmers and crofters to help wildlife on their land. Between 1992 and 2014,
the area of Scotland under AE schemes (Environment Sensitive Areas,
Countryside Premium, Rural Stewardship, Rural Priorities) increased from
0.12 to 1.21 million hectares, equivalent to around a fifth of agricultural
land in Scotland13. The Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) is
the most recent iteration of such schemes in Scotland, forming part of
Scotland’s Rural Development Programme (SRDP).

5.1 Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS)
AECS is the main agricultural support mechanism for helping farmers and
crofters address the nature and climate crises, with measures supporting
the management of peatlands and carbon-rich soils, designated sites,
pollinators, grasslands, wetlands and moorlands. In total, around 3,000
land managers have had 5-year contracts under AECS, delivering sustained
positive management on around 30% of Scotland’s agricultural land (1.6
million hectares)14. Between 2015 and 2020, £30-40 million annually was
awarded to land managers.
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Farmers and crofters who successfully apply to AECS are offered 5
year multi-annual agreements which include annual payments for land
management activities and one-off capital payments for specific activities
or undertakings e.g. to cover fencing costs to exclude livestock in the
creation of wetlands. Multi-annual contracts are important to ensure
continuity of management and give confidence to farmers and crofters to
undertake certain activities which may require changes to their farming
system.

5.2 Activities supported by AECS include:
•

•

•

•

Maintenance (preserving) and enhancement (restoring) of
habitats and landscape features. For example, maintaining the
appropriate grazing or cutting regimes to benefit species rich grassland
and farmland birds such as Corn Buntings and Yellowhammers.
Habitat restoration and creation. For example, wetland creation
which benefits species such as natterjack toads, oystercatchers
and lapwings; species-rich grassland which benefit flowering plants,
insects and mammals.
AECS is also the only funding stream supporting organic farming, a
system of farming that seeks to work with natural processes and the
ecology of the farm. In this, artificial fertilisers are banned, and farmers
develop fertile soil by rotating crops and using compost, manure and
clover. Scientific research has demonstrated the benefits of organic
farming for wildlife; wildlife is 50% more abundant on organic farms15
and farms have, on average, a third more species, including more rare
species16.
Additionally, AECS is the funding source for management of the
notified features of designated sites - Sites of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI), Special Protection Areas (SPA) and Special Areas of
Conservation (SAC). These designated sites act as one of the National
Indicators (no. 44) on the Scottish Government’s National Performance
Framework and AECS is therefore vital for their management.

The different options available to farmers and crofters in AECs means
it can be used to provide targeted support for the species and habitats
on their land. AE payments also help to target species interventions
at a landscape scale through encouraging farm and croft collaboration
(by rewarding applicants with extra points for collaborating), where a
significant proportion of a species population can benefit from a high level
of AE provision (see case study below).
As well as supporting and incentivising wildlife friendly farming, many
of the options in AECS help to maintain, create or restore carbon richhabitats such as peatlands and bogs.
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5.3 Species and habitats at a glance17,18
Corn Buntings are a success story in how AE
payments can bring a species back from the edge. Due
to intensive farming practices, Corn Buntings were in
decline. However, research showed that delaying the
mowing of farm grassland and providing winter food
could provide the ‘Big 3’ for farmland birds:
1) Safe nesting sites late into the season
2) Insects to feed their chicks
3) Seed food, especially during the winter month
AE payments to facilitate this has led to numbers
doubling in areas, such as Fife, since 2001.
AE payments also play a key role in restoring many nonavian species, such as the Great Yellow Bumblebee.
Once widespread across the UK, the GYBB population
is now restricted to just the northern Highlands and
Islands. Due to the loss of flower-rich meadows and the
intensification of farming and grazing practices, there
has been an 80% decline in population distribution.
Now one of Scotland’s rarest bees, this species can
benefit from AE payments that support the creation
and maintenance of species rich grassland swards.
Prescriptions which encourage the active sowing of
native wildflowers, or the longer term establishment
of species rich sward through nutrient stripping have
offered important local foraging sites for the GYBB on
Orkney.
AE payments help support wetland habitat creation.
This is essential for a number of farmland waders
such as lapwings, listed by the Scottish Government
as a Vulnerable Priority Species. Lapwings nest on
grasslands with short, sparse vegetation and then
move their chicks to adjacent wet areas and suitably
short vegetation, where there is also an abundant food
source. Research has shown how appropriately targeted
habitat management, delivered through AE payments,
can play an important role in improving habitat quality
at a landscape-scale. It also showed that the suitability
of nesting and chick rearing habitat was better on land
with AE management and was even better on land with
additional advisory input, demonstrating how vital AECS
is to this species and other waders.
AE payments are vital in maintaining many rare habitats,
such as Machair found on the Western Isles. This
coastal grasland supports a variety of wildlife, including
corncrakes, waders and invertebrates. AE payments
are key to supporting crofting practices that are part of
this rich landscape. Centuries of low-intensity livestock
farming in these areas, using seaweed rather than
chemicals as fertiliser, have created grasslands rich
inflowers. The displays of summer wild flowers can be
visually stunning, and the habitat supports a wide range
of insects and birds.
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Case study – The Strathspey Wetlands and Wader Initiative
Scotland holds internationally important populations of waders including
lapwing, redshank, curlew and oystercatcher but their numbers have
declined over the last few decades. In Strathspey and Badenoch,
one of the most important breeding wader populations on mainland
Britain populations fell by 42% between 2000 and 2010. As a result of
these declines, the Strathspey Wetlands and Wader Initiative (SWWI)
was set-up. SWWI is a partnership project between Nature Scot,
RSPB Scotland, Cairngorms National Park Authority SAC Consulting,
CKD Galbraith, Savills, local independent agents, and 100 Strathspey
farmers, designed to protect and enhance habitat for a declining
nationally important wader population along the river Spey. The project
aim is to connect habitats at a landscape scale along a 130km through
collaborative agri-environment and climate scheme applications (AECS),
awareness raising and land management projects additional to AECS.
To date over 50 AECS applications have been successfully submitted
under the banner of SWWI with applications including options that keep
stock off fields or at low densities when birds are on eggs help waders,
the management of rushes and creating small wet ponds or “scrapes”
for feeding chicks. Through facilitated support and advice from RSPB
and the CNPA and funding from the national “Working for Waders
initiative” the area under positive wader management has increased
over time with more farmers involved in the project. Additional to the
agri-environment funding, SWWI partners have secured funding to
purchase a topper and an aerator which farmers can borrow for free to
carry out improvements to their rush pasture fields. Partners have also
delivered several habitat management projects focusing on land that is
not eligible for AECS funding. Results from the 2015 survey showed
that there was a 16% increase in numbers compared to the previous
survey in 2010, showing that the work delivered through the initiative
was beginning to make positive progress.
This was alongside the backdrop of further declines in wader numbers
at a national level. Partners hope that the results of the 2021 survey will
see further increase in numbers compared to the 2015 figures.
Although a lot of the SWWI work focuses on the waders, the
management also benefits other species such as water vole and
wintering wildfowl. The area also provides natural flood management
and water quality benefits.

6. Future Agricultural Policy and AECS in a post-Brexit
Scotland
Following the UK officially leaving the EU on 31 January 2020, the Scottish
Parliament subsequently adopted the Agriculture (Retained EU Law and
Data) (Scotland) Act 2020. This gives Scottish Ministers the powers
to continue to make payments to farmers under several retained CAP
schemes and the powers to modify schemes to ‘simplify or improve’
them, along with a range of other provisions.
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In bringing forward this legislation and retaining existing CAP schemes, the
Scottish Government indicated it intended to create a period of ‘Stability
and Simplicity’ for farmers in the next few years but to then introduce a
new rural policy from 2024 onwards. The Act requires Scottish Ministers
to ‘…lay a report before the Scottish Parliament on progress towards
establishing a new Scottish agricultural policy’ no later than 31 December
2024 whilst the powers to modify CAP schemes remains in force until 7
May 2026. Whilst there has been much discussion and debate in recent
years as to what a new rural or agricultural policy should look like in
Scotland there is, as yet, no firm proposal from the Scottish Government.
For the next few years, it appears that most CAP schemes and payments
will continue, including the provision of income support payments through
the Basic Payment Scheme. The greatest uncertainty is in relation
to AECS with the Scottish Government having made no formal
commitment beyond 2021.
In the following sections, we discuss what we think needs to happen
with regard to AECS in the short-term and what we would like to see in
terms of future rural policy and how it could better support nature and
climate friendly farming.

6.1 The current situation with AECS – our concerns
Between 2015-2019, farmers and crofters were able to apply to AECS
and, if successful, were awarded with five-year agreements and able to
receive ongoing payments for various activities. The application window
was in the spring of one year and, if successful, agreements started in
the spring of the following year. There is therefore a rolling programme of
agreements; those started in later years e.g. 2019 and 2020 will continue
now until 2023 and 2024.
In 2020, the Scottish Government took the decision not to open AECS
to any new applicants and instead only offered 1-year extensions to
those with existing agreements that started in 2016 and were due to
end at the end of 2020 (at a cost of £5.7m). These agreements will now
come to an end at the end of 2021 and the likelihood of farmers and
crofters in this situation securing new 5-year agreements looks limited
in light of the recent Scottish Government budget cut from £42.7m to
£34.2m. The Government was urged by many last year to fully open
AECS for applications in spring 2021, so farmers and crofters would be
able to continue delivering for nature and climate on their land from 2022
onwards. On 23 December 2020, it was announced that AECS would be
reopening, but only as a limited round. It would focus only on; designated
sites, organics, a limited number of target wader, corncrake and corn
bunting project areas, slurry stores and improving public access.
Whilst we welcomed the scheme reopening, we have numerous concerns
with such a limited scheme, namely:
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1. The limited scale and scope of the current AECS options means that
very few applications are likely to be approved and receive funding,
particularly in areas of High Nature Value. Small farmers and crofters

especially may struggle to find options for which they are eligible or
to achieve the points required for a successful application. This is very
concerning for vulnerable species in specific habitats. For example,
for corncrake focused applications there is concern that without the
crofting unit options, applications are not viable propositions financially.
2. By restricting the number of options available to applicants, a whole
farm/croft cannot be considered in this round of AECS. Therefore,
certain habitats will not be covered at all, particularly species rich
grasslands and wetlands. This approach means that some land which
has been under AE management for many years is now unlikely to
be part of any new agreements and may no longer be managed in
wildlife-friendly ways.

6.2 Why AECS must continue until a suitable alternative is in
place
Despite these issues with the current implementation of AECS, the
scheme remains an important mechanism for supporting farmers, crofters
and other land managers who are managing land to help wildlife and
tackle climate change. We believe it is vital that such support continues,
and indeed is enhanced, in both the short and longer term. Within the
current suite of CAP schemes and payments, AECS provides farmers and
crofters with the only direct means of achieving biodiversity outcomes
and most agricultural climate related outcomes.
Currently at the end of this year, more than a thousand current agreements
will come to an end and thousands of hectares of land managed for nature
and climate will no longer receive payments. This would be disastrous for
the many species and habitats protected through it and farm business
which rely on this funding to survive. The threat of land that is positively
managed for nature and climate dropping out of agreements is highly
concerning to not only RSPB Scotland, but other environmental and
agricultural stakeholders as well as farmers and crofters themselves.

“In marginal areas like the
Hebridean machairs AECs has
helped keep the traditional
framing practices alive and
gone some way towards
making small scale cattle
farming viable” – Uist crofter

“AECS is important because it
financially supports essential
conservation activities
benefiting wildlife, pollution
mitigation and soil health” –
farmer in Fife’s East Neuk

What do farmers and crofters think?

“AECS is important as it has
enabled us to create a huge
amount of new and varied habitat,
whilst maintaining all the good
work that is already in place. It
also has an overall benefit to our
business” – farmer in Borders
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6.3 What’s next for Agri-Environment support in Scotland?
As illustrated above, AE support is critical to biodiversity and climate
delivery for farmers and crofters across all farming systems in Scotland.
Without these vital payments, currently delivered through AECS in
Scotland, the farmland management that helps vulnerable species such
as corncrakes and a wide range of other species and habitats, may not be
maintained. The future of very many iconic species and habitats therefore
depends on Scotland’s AE policy post-Brexit and its implementation19.
What needs to happen now?
Short term – now until 2024 or new policy is introduced. The Scottish
Government should provide the necessary funding and AECS should
continue to open for applications each year. Farmers and crofters with
agreements coming to an end should be able to enter a new 5-year
agreement. If, and when, new replacement schemes are introduced as
part of a new farming policy, farmers in existing AECS agreements should
be able to exit them at an appropriate point and take advantage of these
new, and potentially better, schemes.
Longer term – 2024 to 2028. We see support for nature and climate
friendly farming and crofting systems as being an essential and central
component of future rural policy in Scotland. How this support is best
delivered will evolve, but we consider that the basic premise of financially
supporting farmers for the delivery of non-market public goods – building
on current agri-environment principles - is sound. For example, work led
by NatureScot has shown, through five case studies across arable, dairy,
lowland livestock, hill sheep and crofting farming systems how a future
policy could be structured around a system of public goods. Additionally,
work on outcome-based payments is yielding interesting results which
could lead to delivery mechanisms and payments which are better for
farmers and crofters20. More work is needed to develop, pilot and test
these innovative approaches in the next few years and then apply them
as part of a whole support package that better delivers for nature and
climate.
Moving to a system of payments for public goods will also require a
well-funded advisory service to ensure farmers and crofters are able to
successfully adopt land management practices that are better for nature.
As well as supporting farmers and crofters, there are clear economic
benefits to such investments, particularly for rural communities across
Scotland.
In 2020, as members of Scottish Environment LINK, we developed a
proposal for what future agricultural support could look like in Scotland,
to replace the current retained CAP schemes. This has three main
components21:

12

19
BTO 2020 P.56 https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/publications/state-of-uk-birds-2020-report.
pdf
20
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/planning-and-development/social-and-economic-benefits-nature/scotlands-natural-capital-pilot-programme-ncapp/ncapp-farmer-led
21
https://www.scotlink.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Renewing-Scotlands-Rural-Areas-revisited.
pdf pp.3-4

1. Funding to achieve the delivery of public goods as a priority, given
these are under-provided by markets and there is a clear logic for
Government intervention.
2. Support to facilitate change. For example, support for innovation
and market development, for cooperation and facilitation, for adding
value and building shorter supply chains.
3. Investment in supporting activities including research, knowledge
transfer, advice and training to help drive the adoption of sustainable
farming practices, improve knowledge and skills and help businesses
to innovate.
We suggested the main component (no.1), the funding for public goods,
should be made up of different tiers of environmental payments. Noncompetitive measures (accessible to all farmers and crofters) would include
sustainable land management payments and support for specific types
of farming that benefit the environment (i.e. HNV farming and crofting/
Organic farming). Competitive measures (accessible on a more targeted
and limited basis) would comprise a Nature and Climate Enhancement
Scheme and payments for management and creation of forestry and
woodland. Lastly, an Environment Capital and Innovation Fund for
specific options that require capital intervention with no requirement for
annual management payments. We see this combination of public goods
payments eventually replacing what is currently achieved through AECS
and the majority of current CAP schemes including the Basic Payment
Scheme, Greening and the Less Favoured Area Support Scheme.
As stated by Scottish Environment LINK, “Producing food and maintaining
and enhancing Scotland’s natural environment or tackling climate change
should not be viewed as being in conflict; they must be part and parcel
of our future food and farming system”22. Creating a Scotland where our
agricultural land is rich in nature and farming plays its part in mitigating
against climate change whilst putting food on our tables, is a reality that
is both within our grasp and one we all wish to see.

For further information please contact
Andrew Stark, Land Use Policy Officer
andrew.stark@rspb.org.uk
22
pdf p.2
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