
 

1 | P a g e  
 

 
 

 
Stability and Simplicity – proposals for rural funding transition period. 

 
A response from the British Ecological Society Scottish Policy Group to the  
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The British Ecological Society: ‘A world inspired, informed and influenced by ecology’ 
 
Founded in 1913, we are the world’s oldest ecological society, with over 6,400 members worldwide. As the voice of 
the UK’s ecological community, we communicate the value of ecological knowledge to policymakers and promote 
evidence-informed solutions. 
 
The Scottish Policy Group (SPG) is a group of British Ecological Society (BES) members promoting the use of 
ecological knowledge in Scotland. We act as a focal point to provide robust ecological evidence to the Scottish 
Government, Scottish Parliament and wider society. 
 
The BES Scottish Policy Group welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Scottish Government’s consultation 
on Stability and Simplicity – proposals for rural funding transition period. Given the expertise of our membership, 
we have responded to a select number of questions. 
 
Key message  
 
This consultation is the start of the Scottish Government’s process to develop a new rural support policy for 
Scotland. In our view, it presents both an opportunity and a challenge to create a sustainable agricultural system 
that is better balanced for farming, food production, the countryside, wildlife, and the delivery of public goods. 
Public goods connected to the environment include for example, clean air and water, healthy and stable soils, 
improved/enhanced carbon sequestration, biodiversity and healthy ecosystems. 
 
Question 5:  Do you have any suggestions for straightforward changes that would improve the environmental 
outcomes achieved through greening payments in Pillar 1?  
 
Permanent grassland 
Permanent grassland payments are aimed at preventing the overall loss of grassland at the national scale i.e. the 
ratio of permanent grassland to total agricultural area in Scotland must not decrease by more than 5 %1. Because 
the target is an accumulated figure and includes rough grazings (much of it extensive upland grazing), it masks 
underlying changes which may occur and those which run against the fundamental goals for a greening payment. 
For example, it does not prevent losses of improved grasslands at the local level in the more intensively-managed 
lowlands. This in turn could increase habitat loss and fragmentation with a knock-on impact on biodiversity in 
areas which are seeing continuing biodiversity declines2. The measure also does not go far enough to protect 
carbon stocks in improved grasslands3.  
 

https://www.britishecologicalsociety.org/policy/policy-networks/scottish-policy/
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A suggested solution by an expert review panel4 is that future iterations of guidance should recognise that 
increased fragmentation and habitat loss in the lowlands could impact on a range of groups of organisms such as 
pollinators and certain ground nesting birds such as lapwing. 
 
Beyond the loss of permanent grassland area being masked by the accumulated target, there is also a risk of 
declines in the state and quality of grassland. For instance, removal of grazing would be deleterious for ground 
feeding birds and low-growing plant species. Guidance should cover, where relevant, the benefits of maintaining 
appropriate levels of grazing to maximise biodiversity or to benefit specific plants or animals5. Going forward, land 
managers need to be incentivised to keep long-term grassland and if grassland is ploughed and re-sown it should 
be sown with mixtures designed to benefit biodiversity and grazed at the appropriate levels.  
 
Question 6: Considering how funding is currently distributed across CAP schemes, do you have initial views 
about how the balance between these schemes should change in future to maximise outcomes? 
 
General points 
Studies have shown soil organic carbon levels are declining in arable soils and soil erosion rates are significantly 
higher in those parts of Scotland where the majority of arable farming is located6,7,8,9. Land use incentivised by 
schemes that focus on food production alone will fail to maximise multiple outcomes because such schemes do 
not deliver other public goods (e.g. ecosystem services) such as clean air, clean water, healthy and stable soils, 
improved/enhanced carbon sequestration, wildlife and biodiversity. 
 
As just over 70 per cent of Scotland’s land is used for agricultural activities, farmers are fundamental to protecting 
and improving the quality of Scotland’s natural resources, contributing to a low-carbon rural economy,  and 
reversing the decline of critically important species such as pollinators, and boosting wildlife populations in 
general.  
 

Specific points 
Practices which farmland managers should be encouraged to apply to help maximise outcomes alongside 

sustainable food production (e.g. through future ‘cross compliance’ type measures and redistribution of funding 

amongst schemes – see also answer to Q 26 below) include: 

• Reducing the use of synthetic inputs through integrated pest management (IPM)10, IPM weed 
management11, conservation biological control12 and carefully planned nutrient regimes to avoid the loss 
of nutrients, ammonia, greenhouse gases and pesticides to air and water, as well as reducing the impacts 
of pesticides (e.g. neonicotinoids and mectins) on non-target organisms such as bees, butterflies and 
birds13. 

• Undertaking suitable grazing at levels to meet desired local conservation and climate change objectives, 
and to avoid grasslands becoming either scrub dominated due to lack of grazing or limited to a few 
grazing tolerant species due to over-grazing14,15,16. 

• Protecting and building soil organic matter (SOM) and improving soil structure through diverse cropping 
rotations such as cover cropping, intercropping, zero-till/no-till/direct drilling systems and setting 
appropriate stocking levels (usually sheep) on peatlands (to prevent localised erosion17). 

• Reducing barriers to and encouraging the adoption of farming methods that have demonstrable 
environmental benefits (such as High Nature Value Farming18) and are low carbon options. 
 

There should also be a well-designed two-tier scheme to give the right prescriptions in the right places such as: 
 

• A lower tier offering payments for positive wider countryside management. In an arable context this 
means improving the functional and species diversity of landscapes, significantly improving wider habitat 
networks and increasing provision of habitats for pollinating insects.  

• Upper tier offering more targeted prescriptions with longer term agreements. Significant funding 
provided for local priorities and incentivising farming system change (agro-ecology, organic farming, agro 
forestry, improving soil quality).  
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Question 14:  Do you support the use of regional pilots to help tailor schemes to local circumstances?  
 
Yes. 
Land management practices impact not only at the farm level but also impact on the air, land and water 
environment beyond the farm gate, therefore schemes tailored to local/regional circumstances (either economic 
and/or environmental) and designed to address local/regional challenges (such as diffuse pollution, flooding 
issues) would help maximise outcomes in terms of delivering public goods.  
 
Creating a network of regional land use partnerships across Scotland (which have been trialled as part of the Land 
Use Strategy in the Scottish Borders and Aberdeenshire) could help identify public good/ecosystem service 
priorities and preferences at the local/regional scale as well as determining those that could be delivered in the 
most cost-effective way. Cooperation among farmers, land owners and other rural stakeholders could also 
significantly extend the impact and capability of public money for public goods19,20. 
 
For instance, farmers have a crucial part to play in maintaining and improving water quality, increasing the 
ecological status of a river systems and mitigating flood risk and, by engaging in projects as part of river basin 
management planning (e.g. the Eddleston Water Project21 and the Dee Catchment Partnership22), they can make 
a valuable contribution to catchment scale improvements in the water environment and biodiversity.  
 
As part of this regional approach, land managers would be given a menu of environmental benefits to choose 
from, with the menu differing between areas, depending on local priorities23 24, and which benefits can most cost-
effectively be provided in any given location25. It is important to note however, that there would be both winners 
and losers if those managing certain areas are paid more or less, based on the different levels of benefits they are 
able to provide society.  
 
An alternative option that could be combined with the above, is to supplement public funding for the provision of 
environmental benefits with private funding via Payments for Ecosystem Services schemes, such as the Woodland 
Carbon Code26 and the Peatland Code27. Place-based schemes have the potential to integrate payments for 
multiple services and habitats to provide payments at higher levels over longer periods than are currently 
available for similar work under EU funding28. For example, Landscape Enterprise Networks (LENs)29 integrate 
funding from private beneficiaries to deliver benefits for the environment, farmers and businesses. The LENs 
approach is currently being researched in the Global Food Security Programme’s Resilient Dairy Landscapes 
project30. 
 
Question 19: If new schemes seek to encourage collaboration, enhance skills development, help with capacity 
building, facilitate wider integration into the supply chain, promote carbon audits and monitoring of the soil 
health, how might pilot projects be best designed to help test and develop new approaches?  
 
Ideally, pilots are themselves best designed in a participatory manner, including a diverse range of stakeholders to 
decide upon relevant monitoring and evaluation criteria and then deliver the pilot as a collaboration. This has 
been shown to increase buy-in of groups who may otherwise see development of approaches as a purely top-
down process: if one stakeholder exerts its interests over another, then this can lead to conflict and less durable 
conservation outcomes31. If integration of all stakeholders at the planning level is not possible, it is imperative 
that views and preferences of stakeholders are considered prior to the pilot test stage. For example, research at 
the University of Stirling into the decision-making of farmers with respect to land management and geese, uses 
novel game technology32 alongside detailed questionnaires on farmers’ preferences, to understand what factors 
are more or less likely to encourage collaboration of farmers surrounding goose and land management. Designing 
pilot projects to minimise and avoid stakeholder conflict may improve the long-term efficacy of interventions.  
 
In addition, pilot projects could focus on areas which have not been the subject of previous pilots. By targeting 
areas which have had no past history of collaborative working it would ensure that new approaches are fit for 
purpose and workable throughout the country. Additionally, pilot projects could also focus on a range of farm 
sizes, including those where the farm income is supplemented by external work. 
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Question 20: Many of the measures described in this consultation will have co-benefits for both agricultural 
productivity and for reducing Scotland's Greenhouse Gas Emissions. Are there other practical and feasible 
measures that would have similar co-benefits that you feel should be considered? 
 
Rural transport is an area that has major effects both on the viability of rural businesses and also on greenhouse 
gas emissions.  The use of internet, mobile and GPS technology to enable journey sharing should be investigated.  
The relationship between livestock transport and siting of slaughterhouse/processing plants also requires 
examination. The loss of local facilities contributes to increased transport demands and has serious animal 
welfare implications. (See also response to Q6.) 
 
Question 21: Do you agree to expanding the number and role of Monitor Farms or similar during the transition 
period? Do you have any ideas as to how Monitor Farms could be refined or adapted to better meet future 
needs? 
 
Rather than expanding the number or role of Monitor farms, it may be more important to ensure that the existing 
operations are able to provide data relevant to other operators. As with Pilot Projects, it is important to engage 
the relevant constituency in selection of questions to be asked and in the dissemination of results.   
 
Questions 22- 23: Do you agree with the proposal to look at moving towards a more performance-based 
approach to compliance, using key performance indicators and better information?  Do you have views on the 
types of indicator that should be used or areas of priority action within the operation of current CAP schemes? 
Scottish Rural Development Programme (Pillar 2) 
 
General points 
The current Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) rewards farmers for undertaking and delivering certain 
management options (prescriptions) rather than delivering outcomes. Presently, the monitoring system for 
delivery is vague, making up less than 0.1% of the AECS budget, consequently monitoring does not measure the 
full impacts of AECS (in terms of what the prescriptions are achieving), making it difficult to repeat or improve 
performance33. There are very little data to demonstrate whether the public money being spent is achieving the 
putative aims of the schemes. This has made it very difficult to consider how schemes can be improved or how we 
might want to design new ones.  
 
Specific points 
Moving towards a more performance-based approach to compliance, using key performance indicators and 
better information is essential if environmental outcomes are to be achieved in the most effective manner, and 
for support schemes to be seen to provide value for public money. Key performance indicators must be easily 
measurable and must be seen to relate to desired outcomes. Timeliness is also essential; indicator values must be 
available within the timescales of management decision making. 
 
Paying farmers on the basis of delivering public goods (i.e. to maximise outcomes as described in Q6 above) 
would require a different monitoring regime, with associated indicators, and a substantial increase in investment 
to ensure that the environmental information collected as part of the monitoring process is robust and useful.  
 
In addition, a payment by outcome approach would still require justification for the payments. Current 
prescription-based schemes justify the payments purely on the prescriptions being followed, yet in most EU 
countries it is very difficult to show cause and effect in terms of direct impacts on biodiversity. So, although 
payment by outcome still needs thinking through, such schemes are being trialled (e.g. a ‘results-based trial’ in 
North Yorkshire34 and the Burren Programme35 in Ireland where, each participant is assessed yearly on the basis 
of measurably improved conditions for biodiversity, and for ecosystem services - like clean water- on their land) 
and importantly, there is annual monitoring and feedback of results to the farmers concerned. There is no reason 
payment by outcome schemes (which is a performance-based approach) could not be developed in Scotland.  
 
To support delivery, new environmental schemes would need a large-scale, high-quality, scientifically robust 
monitoring system to underpin understanding of key ecological components by land managers36,37.  
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Another point to consider going forward, is that many semi-natural habitats need to be managed more 
specifically than can be achieved using Scotland wide rules (for example, cutting dates for grassland for wading 
birds are the same across Scotland, but grass condition can vary widely, depending on local weather conditions), 
therefore it would be sensible to trial a more bespoke (i.e. specific for local conditions) management and 
performance-based system.   
 
The administration and expertise needed in a more complex monitoring system would require more staff across 
the country to provide additional advice and support for delivery of the schemes that work at a local/regional 
scale38,39. 
 
New schemes could therefore consider:  

• Access for monitoring being a condition of payment and monitoring could be developed to include that by 
land managers. 

• Monitoring (at least) two aspects of performance: 
o Are land managers doing what they are paid to do? i.e. compliance monitoring. 
o Are the actions carried out achieving the desired aims?   

• Monitoring budgets being increased to provide useful data for scheme improvement. 

• In conjunction with the above, there should be a regular evidence review to ensure option design is 
modified in the light of new knowledge.  

• Setting up long-term monitoring using indicators such as: 
o Biodiversity indicators which cover a broader range of landscapes and wildlife to more effectively 

monitor different regions in Scotland.  
o Indicators for ecosystem service outcomes or natural capital assets.  
o Integration of environmental and agricultural data collections with national indicators such a 

natural capital asset index and ecosystem health indicators (however these are a long way off 
being developed for local/regional use).  

• Being publicly accountable by setting out the benefits that are being delivered. Data from monitoring 
could be consolidated into a searchable database and made publicly available (on a platform such as 
Scotland’s Environment). 
 

It is also important to ensure that selected performance indicators are appropriate to the desired outcome and 
not just those which can be measured most easily. 

 
Question 24:  Given the importance of continuity of support for the forestry sector and that the target for new 
woodland is to increase to 15,000 hectares by 2025, should the current the Forestry Grant Scheme continue 
broadly in its current form until 2024 or can you suggest other short-term changes that would better achieve 
these policy aims? 
 
General points 
Regarding the target for increasing new woodlands, careful thought is required as to where new woodland should 
be planted, because in terms of conservation and climate change objectives there will be trade-offs depending on 
how the land is used. For example, planting woodlands such as those dominated by birch, on what was formally 
heather moorland does not necessarily result in increased carbon storage40. This emphasises the need for any 
payment system to sit within a wider cross-sector plan for the environment such as that promoted by the Land 
Use Strategy. 
 
Specific points 
The Forestry Grant Scheme (FGS) is the principal mechanism for resourcing the full range of the Scottish 
Government (SG) forestry-related objectives. Therefore, discussions concerning the need for changes to the FGS 
should take account of the wider value of forestry and place it in the context of the SG’s wider objectives such as 
the Land Use Strategy, the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy, Peatland Action, Climate Change (emissions reduction 
targets) and the Climate Change Adaptation Programme and the proposed Environmental Strategy, currently out 
for consultation. 
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The transition period also provides an opportunity to test different methods of creating new native woodlands. 
Pilots to consider might be: 

• Establishing new woodlands on sites where there is a greater potential for success, i.e. land neighbouring 

semi-natural habitats with woodland flora; land with bracken - planting within it rather than removing it.  

• Reducing the use of long term slow release fertilizers in planted stock, and pesticides on site. 

• Having a two-tier planting regime such that forest trees are planted first and after five years or longer an 

understorey of woodland shrubs is planted. 

• Increasing the eligible size (currently 10 ha maximum) of areas of high altitude low-density planting, 
particularly when above existing woodland.  

 
Agri-Environment Climate Scheme 
Question 26: Given the importance of continuity of support for environmental outcomes, should the current 
Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) continue broadly in its current form until 2024 or are there short-
term changes that could be introduced to i) simplify and streamline the scheme, ii) improve customer 
experience and/or iii) enhance the delivery of environment and climate change objectives? 
 
General points  
A key objective of Scotland’s Agri-Environment Climate Scheme is to help reverse the decline in farmland 
biodiversity and ecosystem health by rewarding farmers for the provision of environmental services (i.e. public 
goods). Despite some progress being made in Scotland as a result of adoption of these schemes, many farmland 
species and associated habitats are still undergoing decline41,42,43 ,44,45,46,47,48,49. 
 
Agri-environmental policies and schemes could be better shaped to Scotland’s ecological needs and address 
known gaps where certain taxa and habitats are presently under represented50. For instance, coastal habitats and 
sand dunes are not included and, as  the schemes are prioritised towards birds, vascular plants, butterflies and 
mammals, many invertebrate and lower plant species that are priority species on the Scottish Biodiversity list do 
not benefit from the current schemes51.  
 
In addition, agri-environment schemes should retain mechanisms for land managers to receive payments in return 
for delivering environmental benefits at the farm scale but could also go further to include the delivery of public 
goods at the regional scale (particularly if local priorities have been identified by regional land use partnerships – 
see response to Q14)52,53.  

 
Summary of key problems associated with the current AECS 54,55: 
 

• The application process is seen as tortuous and time-consuming. 

• The rules are complex.  

• The above two combined points means that there is a need for the applicant to engage help, usually from 

a consultant (which can cost between £1-3K) – this is seen as a big risk. 

• The funds available are generally inadequate for the number of projects and sometimes entry into a 
scheme is down to good fortune of location or size of unit, not the ability for the measure to protect or 
improve habitats or species. 

• For small units, crofters and farmers need more than financial help to carry out measures; they need 
machinery, access to capital and conservation advice to help them make the best choice in managing 
habitats. 

• Regarding income forgone payments: 
o For small units and crofts, due to scale, the compensation is insufficient.  For example, for a 

crofter with no tractor, discs, drill or fertiliser spreader, to employ a contractor to sow out an area 
of wild bird seed will cost multiple times the payment from an agri-env scheme. Likewise, for 
introducing native cattle, the costs of infrastructure required to keep cattle, and the cost of feed 
and vet as well as the capital cost of purchasing cows, is far in excess of the payment. 
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• Measures are often generic - based on a ‘one-size fits all approach’ (i.e. it assumes that the same 
management is appropriate in all situations) and are also those that are easiest to carry out (all of which 
hasn’t benefited biodiversity well). 

• There is a lack of monitoring, so the success of the measures is unknown (see answer to Q22-23 above). 

• There are ‘gaps’ in funding for certain taxonomic groups and habitats (see above).  

• Most schemes have a short-term commitment to funding which is not compatible with some ecological 
restoration processes which take decades. 

• There is a  lack of funding to continue to conserve habitats that are already in reasonably good condition. 
 

In addition to the above points, it is difficult for farmers and landowners to commit to implementing ecological 
initiatives without long-term financial security.  However, most of the practices which need to be implemented to 
reverse biodiversity decline, create more and better-connected habitats, restore soil health, improve air and 
water quality, to name a few, are likely to take decades to achieve and are not in keeping with the current AECS 
cycles. Coupled with this, these land management practices can also be very costly (as mentioned above), 
particularly at the start.  
 
Therefore, the Scottish Government could commit to longer-term payment contracts56. These need to be offered 
to align with ecological processes and cycles regarding  ecosystems, habitats and species restoration (or in some 
cases habitat creation) This will also give reassurance to the landowner regarding commitment to a long-term 
project. However, long-term payment contracts, even if they are linked with outcome based payments, need to 
offer annual payments for the land owners. 
 
In support of the above, the following should be also considered: 

• AECS linked with long-term restoration will need shorter term milestones and goals so that payment can 
be linked to these.  

• A basic annual payment will need to be paid, but ‘bonus’ higher payments should be linked to meeting 
the milestone and targets. A cut-off for deciding the restoration is not working will need to be identified.  

• In some cases, there may need to be a big upfront payment to initiate the scheme. 
 

Given the problems that have been identified above with the present AECS, the Scottish Government should be 
considering both short term fixes and longer-term improvement measures. 
 
A summary of measures that would improve agri-environment schemes to benefit biodiversity and ecosystem 
health, some of which may require longer term fixes, but need to be considered during the transition period to 
ensure the mechanisms are in place to deliver them at the appropriate time57: 
 

• Being better targeted to specific species/habitats/ecosystem services to deliver maximum benefit.  

• Adopting a payment by results approach. In this case the farmer is given a target, and then is left to 
decide how to manage  their land to achieve the target. It also taps into indigenous knowledge. Farmers 
are often capable of delivering measures that improve biodiversity, so this would allow a more flexible, 
tailored approach which better reflects ecological complexity than a “one size fits all” approach.  

• Integrating policies regarding all forms of land use e.g.  environment, forestry, farming, water, sporting 
interests.  

• Creating more low production landscapes through incentivising: extensive/appropriate grazing and other 
forms of High Nature Value Farming, peatland restoration or native woodland 
creation/restoration/enhancement. 

• In combination with the above, incentivising measures and land management practices that deliver for 
biodiversity in the longer term. For example, prioritising habitat restoration of peatlands, native 
woodlands or montane scrub over short-term schemes. 

• Incentivising and targeting cooperation between farm-holdings through landscape-scale coordination to 
achieve catchment scale goals/priorities. 

• And in addition to above, being joined up beyond the farm unit to work at a regional/catchment scale 
(see answer to Q 14).  
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• Containing good advisory schemes that follow through for the life time of the scheme to help deliver a 
payment by results approach.  

• Containing good monitoring and evaluation schemes some of which could be done by the farmer.  

• Improving monitoring for designated areas and creating management strategies for those not reaching 
their potential for habitats and ecosystem services, amongst others.  

• Having a funding model that enables a long-term approach (e.g. long-term habitat restoration) while at 
the same time maintaining a regular payment to famers.  

• In combination and recognising the points above, being more simplified and streamlined. Any new scheme 
should be thought through in association with representatives of the land management community, who 
have the best understanding of the issues and potential solutions. 

 
Specific interventions regarding ‘short term fixes’58: 
Q26 i)          

• There should be provision of  machinery-lending groups, and simpler application forms to encourage 

small farm units and crofters to apply.  

• Regarding existing measures, there should be integration of the white-tailed sea-eagle and goose 

schemes into the wider AECS which would benefit biodiversity and simplify application. 

Q26 ii)  

• Scoring should focus on the quality of the application rather than its breadth of coverage, which presently 

biases funding away from small farms. 

• Scoring should be more focussed on outcomes rather than on meeting regulations.  

• The overall scheme should include training for farmers and other land managers in assessing 
opportunities for conservation action and using their knowledge where appropriate. 
 

Q26 iii) 

• There should be more focus on supporting ecological networks at appropriate scales. 

• Local priorities should be used to develop local ecological networks but also to vary management to cope 
with local constraints such as weather and the availability of livestock to graze (see also answer to Q14 - 
regional priorities). 

• Upland options should focus on wide ranging management rather than specific species or habitats 
because of the mismatch in the scale of intervention with the scale of the target. 

• Options for wading birds need to account for both breeding and feeding requirements that cross the 
enclosure line (often requiring collaborative working) and options need to consider variations between 
species and regions. 

• Options need to take account of future climate and potential land use changes. 

• A more flexible approach is needed to develop appropriate management for habitat mosaics. 

• A holistic approach for wetland management that integrates ditches, ponds, wader scrapes and other 
wetland types. 

• Restoring/rehabilitating existing habitats is more cost-efficient rather than creating new ones. 

• There should be long-term commitments on both sides where natural processes are slow to protect 
investments. For example, restoring peatland vegetation takes many years and a newly created species 
rich grassland should be protected from ploughing, fertiliser and pesticides. 

• Redefinition of eligible land to allow for management of non-agricultural land such as patches of scrub or 
dune systems. 

• Actions under Pillar 1 should be used to improve basic environmental standards (see also answer to Q6). 

• Options should be funded only if they are joined up, for example if a pollinator strip is funded, then there 
must be reduced pesticide use in an adjacent buffer zone. 

• Agriculture and forestry need funding in the same scheme to enhance integration at the farm level. 

• Forestry options need to include action for wider woodland biodiversity, e.g. through management for 
woodland ground flora. 
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• Access for monitoring must be a condition of payment and monitoring could be developed to include that 
by land managers. 

• Monitoring budgets should be increased to provide useful data for scheme improvement. 

• The scheme ought to be analysed to remove perverse incentives. 

 
Question 27: Are there new emerging environment or climate change priorities that need particular focus 
under the Agri-Environment Climate Scheme in the next three-five years? 
 
General points (See also answer to Q26 above) 
Landscapes with greater structural complexity can improve ecosystem function for farms by increasing pest 
suppression and supporting pollinators59.Therefore, prioritising perennial habitats such as native woodlands, 
hedgerows, riparian woodland corridors, peatlands, montane scrub and semi-natural grasslands should be part of 
long-term environmental management planning, as this will contribute to creating more complex landscapes to 
allow for greater biodiversity60. 
 
Regarding climate change, given the widespread concern about greenhouse gas emissions from the livestock 
sector, it is probably a priority to investigate the realities of this in Scotland and encourage adoption of any 
available mitigation measures into ruminant management.  
 
Short term priorities 
Priority short term actions (to note, these are existing options available in other countries which could be quickly 
adopted in Scotland to broaden the coverage of AECS for biodiversity) include61:  

• Pollinator specific options designed to provide nectar and pollen through the summer, which may benefit 
other invertebrates as well. 

• More emphasis on winter stubbles to shift growers to spring-sown crops to benefit biodiversity and reduce 
erosion and nutrient loss.  

• Payments to manage coastal systems through grazing (dunes, grasslands) to combat shrub/tree 
encroachment and the impacts of pollution.  

• Widening the options available to manage peatlands based on knowledge gained from SNH’s Peatland 
Action project.  

• Adapting options to benefit invertebrates through leaving areas of bare ground.  

• Adapting arable options, such as field margin management and pollinator options for fruit growing areas.  
 
Questions 39 - 41: Do you have any thoughts on the form, content and delivery methods for future advice? Do 
you have any views on the balance of advice delivered by one-to-one and one-to-many methods? Question 41:  
Do you have any views on how delivery of advice can be better linked to delivery of results? 
 
General points 
Compliance with rules and the implementation of practices which increase habitats, protect wildlife, increase 
biodiversity, reduce greenhouse gas emissions and maintain or enhance ecosystem services, require extensive 
knowledge. For better results for the environment, it is important that farmers and land managers have access to 
good advice regarding the range of issues that they are expected to address62,63,64,65. 
 
A more comprehensive advisory service would be beneficial because the effectiveness of AECS is highly variable, 
and depends on the level of engagement, experience and skill of the farmer66. All agri-environment payments 
could be contingent on taking good quality advice from appropriately qualified professionals. The cost of this 
could be covered as part of the payments. Ideally, this would involve a publicly funded extension service, with a 
set of accredited qualified advisors. Such a service does not necessarily divert money away from the rural 
economy. For better results for the environment, it is important that farmers and land managers have access to 
good advice regarding the range of issues that they are expected to address (and ensuring better targeting of 
schemes) 67,68,69,70.  
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The environmental effectiveness of agri-environment management has been shown to improve (in terms of 
actual biodiversity outcomes) when farmers and landowners received training, compared to farmers and 
landowners who did not receive training71,72. Training could look at specific ideas for environmental 
improvements with repeatable, measurable outcomes.  

Ongoing contact between a certified, professional advisor and the landowner from the start of the scheme will 
improve the likelihood of success. An advisor can ensure that the indicators of success are on track and being met 
but also identify the causes of any negative changes that may occur at a site.   
 
It is important also to capture indigenous knowledge which will be beneficial when prioritising and delivering 
schemes at the local/regional scale.  
 
Specific points 
 
Q39 
Mobile phone and internet technology offer a range of new opportunities for delivery of advice, but do not 
represent a panacea. Provided issues of confidentiality can be overcome, then the use of digital data gained on 
farm could greatly enhance advice networks. Additionally, increasing the use of digital data should offer rapid 
feedback and learning, although this potential is however restricted by poor connectivity in some areas of rural 
Scotland (in support of proposals for new schemes listed below). 

 
Q40-41 
New schemes could therefore consider: 

• Including expert advisory services to promote cooperation, compliance and the achievement of 
environmental goals73.  

• Facilitating learning and knowledge exchange, capturing indigenous knowledge, to connect land 
managers. 

• Having classes/courses on legislation and good practice.  

• Ensuring knowledge exchange between the devolved nations. 

• Training, including continuous professional development, for farmers and landowners on specific ideas 
for environmental and technological improvements (to help farmers move towards low-carbon 
productive systems) with measurable outcomes.  
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