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Executive Summary 

ES1. Following earlier publication of the Suckler Beef Climate Scheme (SBCS) 

report, the Dairy, Arable and Hill, Upland and Crofting farmer led groups (FLGs), 

alongside the pig sector leadership group, have established a clear roadmap on how 

Scottish agriculture will meet the challenges of combating climate change and 

biodiversity loss whilst contributing to Scotland’s ambitious food and drink sector 

targets.  

ES2. These sectoral reports from the FLGs, published between November 2020 and 

the end of March 2021, provide an informed industry perspective of the challenges 

and opportunities faced.  This NFU Scotland Policy Briefing combines the main 

messages and recommendations provided and, significantly, proposes how they can 

be used to design and implement future agricultural policy in Scotland.  

ES3. Moreover, NFU Scotland’s proposals build on the already established principles 

of tiered support set out in its policy vision Steps to Change published in March 2018. 

Critical to enabling change is how support to agricultural businesses is delivered in the 

future. There must be a fundamental shift away from blunt area-based support that 

can incentivise inertia towards a system based on activity. 

ES4. The Scottish Government has set legally binding targets for reductions in the 

emissions of greenhouse gases. The urgency of addressing biodiversity loss also sets 

out the twin nature crisis and biodiversity restoration needs to happen at the same 

pace and scale as tackling emissions. In that context, all the FLGs recognise that 

agriculture can and should contribute to achieving these goals.  Importantly, Scotland 

is radically redesigning policy alongside, but devolved from, the rest of the UK. In the 

EU, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is also evolving rapidly. 

ES5. Crucially, however, agriculture is the key driver behind other policy objectives – 

including food production and biodiversity targets, as well as the provision of 

renewable energy and significant storage of carbon – all of which must be considered 

jointly when deciding how best to achieve agricultural emission reductions.   

ES6. A focus on emission reductions alone is too blunt and too simplistic and it will 

not reduce global emissions if reductions in Scottish agricultural activity merely leads 

to increases elsewhere and Scotland’s agricultural emissions are simply ‘off-shored’. 

ES7. There is significant scope to reduce agricultural emissions in Scotland whilst 

maintaining and enhancing other benefits through improving productivity, adjusting 

management practices and carbon storage in soils, peatlands and woodlands. As 

increased global agri-tech research and development is focused more on reducing 

agriculture’s carbon footprint, and the way that emissions and targets are measured 

and set, the scope for reducing emissions will expand.   

ES8. For example, enteric methane – the largest single component of Scottish 

agricultural emissions – can be reduced through breeding programmes, better animal 

health and nutrition, and emerging technologies such as methane inhibitors.  Similarly, 

better matching of nutrients to soil conditions can reduce nitrous oxide emissions, 
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modern and better maintained machinery can lower carbon dioxide emissions, and soil 

carbon stores can be protected and increased.   

ES9. At the same time, different perspectives on emissions and targets are emerging 

in the form of new climate metrics, which must be advanced in order to properly reflect 

differences between the various greenhouse gases (GHGs) and recognise the 

sequestration of carbon through agricultural land use. 

ES10. Crucially, NFU Scotland’s proposals will deliver on food production, climate 

change and biodiversity ambitions. The basis for support is ‘how’ production is 

undertaken, rather than ‘how much’, and such an approach to delivering support will 

continue to safeguard the socio-economic multipliers that are critical to wider rural 

prosperity while also meeting obligations in climate and biodiversity terms. 

ES11. Operationalising and effecting change will take time. It will require purposeful 

action across the industry – including other parts of the supply-chain, finance sector, 

researchers, education providers, advisors and government.  From the latter, there is 

an absolute need for clear and consistent messaging on the direction of policy travel, 

and appropriate support to aid the transition process. 

ES12. Government support should include the provision of information, advice and 

training but also, crucially, grant-aid for appropriate capital investments and on-going 

management.  The latter should include funding to help farmers gather necessary data 

and to plan for how businesses will adjust over time.  

ES13. Funding could be disbursed via a new agri-environment scheme that provides 

‘public monies for public goods’. However, modifying the existing Scottish framework 

of area and headage payments with a ratcheting-up of conditionality requirements 

offers considerable advantages in terms of how payment rates have to be calculated 

under WTO rules and avoiding the time and effort needed to build a new payments 

system.   

ES14. That said, delivery against these objectives will require a more complex support 

framework, one which has multiple payment tiers based on delivery against climate 

and biodiversity goals. In addition, payments must reward attainment to encourage 

improvement but also sustained performance. 

ES15. Moreover, this approach also appears more aligned to the ongoing reforms of 

the EU’s CAP, recalling that the European Union (Continuity) (Scotland) Act 2021 was 

enacted to permit greater Scottish alignment with the EU than otherwise may be 

permitted through UK legislation. 

ES16. While the FLG reports allude to common elements in an approach to increased 

conditionality, the sectoral approach fails to recognise the complexity of current 

agricultural businesses and the need for a single coherent policy framework that has 

flexibility in delivery across all sectors, farm business types and sizes, and 

geographies.   
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Figure 1 Industry Groups Established to Support Policy Evolution 

ES17. Whilst the FLGs did not suggest any movement away from conditional direct 

support, even the retention of the existing framework requires careful consideration of 

a range of implementation issues if policy objectives are to be achieved.  For example, 

the degree of commonality across different sectors, eligibility criteria, payment rates 

and monitoring requirements.  Some specific points are listed below. 

• A single payment scheme should cover all sectors, to avoid multi-enterprise 

businesses having to navigate multiple schemes. 

• A single payment scheme can and should allow for flexibility, to enable farmers 

and crofters to choose options best suited to their circumstances, including 

year-on-year variation in (e.g.) weather conditions. 

• In the first instance, support should focus on building capacity through helping 

farmers to gather information and data to understand their businesses (and 

natural capital assets) better and how to plan for change: 

o This will include environmental auditing of, for example, soil carbon and 

ecological features. 

o Appropriate advisory support will be essential and may require 

adjustments to current delivery modes and content. 

• Thereafter, through transition, funding should gradually switch from its current 

form of retained CAP Pillar 1 schemes to one increasingly conditional on 

attaining performance metrics aligned to desired environmental outcomes: 

o This should be on biodiversity in the first instance but must include 

climate change measures introduced through new primary legislation. 
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o For cattle, existing traceability data could permit the use of metrics such

as calving and rearing rates that can be linked to modelled emissions.

o For other sectors, metrics could be based more on management actions,

again linked to modelled emissions.

o In all cases, the choice of metrics needs to balance ease of data

collection against precision, thereby aiming for tolerable rather than

absolute accuracy.  Existing data collection methods are likely to be

supplemented by greater use of remote sensing and self-reporting by

farmers.

• Maintenance of a degree of coupled support should be seen as a long-term

option in order to maintain activity and a commitment must be given as to how

peripheral and disadvantaged support is provided.

ES18. The change required of Scottish agriculture is a journey towards a different and 

possibly rediscovered perspective of what farming is about.  Whilst the desired 

endpoint destination has been defined, the precise pathway to it has not.  The full 

route-map need not be clear at this stage.  

ES19. However, kick-starting change within the industry is required so that farmers 

and crofters can start adjusting their systems and businesses prior to new Scottish 

agricultural policy being implemented, as required by the sunset clause embedded in 

the Agriculture (EU Retained Law and Data (Scotland) Act 2020. 

ES20. Achieving the Scottish Government's food, climate change, biodiversity and 

rural economy ambitions through a ‘just transition’ in the agriculture sector will require 

collective critical thinking from a wide body of expertise to design effective policy 

measures linked to the framework presented here.   

ES21. The design of this uniquely Scottish, future agricultural policy will require the 

joint working between the Integrated Implementation Board (and/or sub-groups of it) 

and Scottish Government (and Agency) working groups that should be established to 

develop thinking on: transition; biodiversity tiers; GHG tiers; data; disadvantage 

support; activity; tenure & new entrants; payment rates; smallholders; advice and 

innovation, and; communications. 

ES22. In that context, timeframes become crucial. Critical to success in agriculture 

delivering against climate, biodiversity and food sector ambitions is an appreciation by 

all that action is required sooner to instigate change. While initial change may be 

relatively minor, what is set out and achieved in the ‘just transition’ phase from 2021 to 

2025 will determine success or failure from 2026 onwards. 

ES23. Here is acceptance that the path to future agricultural policy will be far from 

linear. It will take time to build capacity and momentum, and the availability of 

mitigation options and understanding of targets will evolve over time. This is the time 

for action and here NFU Scotland sets out a clear roadmap for robust and credible 

Scottish agricultural policy in the future that will deliver on the interdependent 

objectives required. 
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