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Less Favoured Areas — Delivering for Scotland

Executive Summary

Some 70 per cent of Scotland's total land mass is farmed in Scotland, of this 86 per cent is
classified as Less Favoured Areas (LFA)', this equates to more than 5 million hectares of land.
For comparison, only 17 per cent of the total farmed area in England is LFA. Essentially, our
landscape, dominated by grassland, is heavily impacted by our climate, topography and soils.

LFA is a designation established to provide support to disadvantaged agricultural areas where
production is difficult. The natural constraints on these areas make for a lower-than-average
production level and a declining population that is dependent on agricultural activity.

Despite the challenges, it is recognised that the agricultural activity of LFA farms and crofts
underpin a host of important market and non-market benefits. It is critical to the prosperity
and vibrancy of rural economies and their ecosystems.

HOW CAN WE ENSURE OUR LFAs DELIVER?

Policy Requirements

It is obvious that active farming and crofting in Scotland delivers a host of benefits - market
and non-market. But it is also evident that the delivery of all these things are in the public
interest and cannot be sustained from market returns alone.

In order to maintain and enhance the multiple benefits from extensive grazing systems there is
an absolute necessity for on-going public support. However, in these uncertain times and with
a political and policy emphasis on public goods, it is clear to NFU Scotland that the means of
delivering future support must be through the ‘direct’ support elements of the four-tiered
framework introduced in the Agriculture and Rural Communities (Scotland) Act 2024.

It is critical that sufficient funding is made available to active farmers and crofters through the
direct support elements of Tier 1 (base payments) and Tier 2 (enhanced payments). NFU
Scotland is clear that this can be delivered through continued but adapted coupled support
and disadvantaged area support in the future agriculture support system.

' Scottish Government, Agricultural Facts and Figures, https://www.gov.scot/publications/agriculture-facts-figures-2019/" target="_blank
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Support for Disadvantaged Areas

The current Less Favoured Areas Support Scheme (LFASS) acts in a similar vein to coupled
support measures by effectively injecting further ‘direct’ support to help maintain activity in
many areas of Scotland. Thereby providing a range of policy outcomes as outlined in this
document, not least wide rural development and significant socio-economic benefits.

We welcome Scottish Government’s commitment to retaining disadvantaged areas support,
and the commitment to working collaboratively with industry to develop a replacement for
LFASS. While there are the provisions in place to continue LFASS until 2030, we would like to
see progress on the replacement to begin imminently. There are well known and recognised
drawbacks to the existing system which must be addressed to ensure support is targeted to
those who are actively delivering on the public goods.

Coupled Support

Coupled support in Scotland is a mechanism to provide targeted financial assistance to
farmers and crofters engaged in specific livestock activities, helping to maintain the viability of
these sectors while also aligning with broader environmental and climate goals.

The existing coupled support measures - namely the Scottish Suckler Beef Support Scheme(s)
(SSBSS) and the Scottish Upland Sheep Support Scheme (SUSSS) - are a direct payment and are
intrinsically linked to the current Basic payment Scheme (BPS).

In terms of delivering desired policy outcomes, coupled support schemes provide ideal vehicles
for delivering ‘conditionality’ - as highlighted by both the Suckler Beef and Hill, Upland and
Crofting Farmer Lead Groups (FLGS). This can be seen from a new condition which has been
added to the SSBSS in 2025, meaning the calves will only be eligible if their dam has a calving
interval of 410 days or less. The importance of SUSSS to active hill farmers and crofters with a
predominance of Region 3 land must be recognised, and we are advocates in ensuring more
effective delivery of such support. The replacement of SUSSS must be considered in
conjunction with the potential changes to LFASS and regional payment model.

Therefore, they should be an integral part of the future direct support elements. Coupled
support must be retained as direct support and therefore be included in Tier 2.



T
y o< N
NFUScotland
Future Support

We suggest that the replacement scheme should be centred around the following objectives:

1. To provide targeted support to those currently actively farming and crofting in physically
constrained areas to maintain viable livestock agriculture businesses.

2. Toreward currently active livestock grazing for the role it plays in the delivery and
maintenance of public goods and food production.

3. To protect rural communities and minimise agricultural land abandonment.

Despite the drawbacks of the existing schemes, we must reiterate that components have
significant merit. It is essential that the fragility markers feature in the replacement scheme to
ensure that support is targeted and distributed effectively. In this vein, to underpin activity we
would like consideration given to how active stocking densities can be integrated into future
disadvantaged areas support in a way which ensures we do not have outdated baselines.
Furthermore, we would like to see the existing grazing categories revised to best reflect the
appropriate stocking density.

We recognise Scottish Government’s commitment to introducing conditionality to support
payments, however we urge caution on introducing additional conditionality specifically on
LFAs, and burden to the sector. We fear that this could send the wrong signals to the sector
and ultimately accelerate the risk of agricultural land abandonment, reduce food production
and lose the potential to enable climate mitigation in our LFA.

We propose that appropriate conditionality for a future disadvantaged area scheme should be:

1. Be farming and crofting in severely disadvantaged or disadvantaged within the are
classes as LFA.

2. You must hold the economic responsibility for the livestock and associated costs for the
animals being claimed.

3. You must be carrying out the agricultural activity on your eligible land.
4. You must farm the eligible land for 183 days of the claim year.

5. Agriculture activity must be linked to livestock grazing or feeding.

In addition to the above we would like to see a dynamic approach for new entrants, whereby
they could have a phased entry to the scheme. It is unrealistic to expect a genuine new entrant
to have the capital to reach optimal stock levels in their first few years. This then has a long-
term impact on the support they can claim in years to follow.
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Our Ask

NFU Scotland is clear future LFA support must:
e Direct funding to active farmers
e Be data-driven and regularly updated
e Avoid unnecessary complexity while recognising land diversity
e Support new entrants and generational renewal

e Maintain critical livestock mass in fragile areas

HIGH GROUND, HIGH VALUE - WHAT SCOTLANDS LFA DELIVERS

Livestock farming is the backbone of the local economies and communities they are part of.
The landscape and biodiversity depend on viable livestock businesses and their grazing
management. However, the value of extensive production systems and their products is
generally not sufficiently rewarded by the market to render them economically viable without
financial support.

This document illustrates how Scotland'’s LFA delivers on the Scottish Government’s Vision for
Agriculture through:
e High quality food production,

e C(Climate mitigation and adaptation,
e Nature restoration,

e Rural Development.

High Quality Food Production

Scotland’s land use capability, particularly in the LFA, is best suited to produce high quality red
meat?. Scotland’s LFA produces 79 per cent of combined calf and lamb production,
underpinning our iconic red meat sector. This contribution generates approximately £750
million worth of output. Furthermore, by taking the wider rural economic impact due to the
supply sectors into account, the output rises to £1.04billion>.

2 Scotland’s Soils, National Scale Land Capability for Agriculture, https://soils.environment.gov.scot/maps/capability-maps/national-scale-land-capability-for-agriculture/#
3 The Scottish Red Meat Industry Profile, QMS (2025)


https://soils.environment.gov.scot/maps/capability-maps/national-scale-land-capability-for-agriculture/
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While our climate and topography limit the capability for crops, Scotland's farmers and crofters
have adaptable, hardy, native breeds of cattle and sheep. Our livestock converts poor quality
grazing into nutritious red meat to contribute to food resilience and which provides
exponential export opportunities. Scotland’s LFA does this while improving soil health,
biodiversity and habitats. This must be recognised by policy makers as the most viable way of
achieving the objectives of climate, nature and food production in the Scottish environment
and socio-economic context.

Domestic food production is vital in contributing to food security and resilience, as well as
Scotland’s food and drinks sector which is fundamental to the Scottish economy. Recent world
events have brought this into sharp focus. We must not rely on cheap imports for our domestic
food security, nor is it ethically sustainable to offshore our emissions. Exports of Scottish beef
and lamb in 2024 were valued at £138million*, therefore the contribution of the red meat
sector must not be underestimated, and it is crucial that it's not compromised via unintended
consequences of policy decisions.

Nature Restoration, Biodiversity, Climate

The patchwork of Scotland’s LFA farms and crofts illustrate a cultural landscape - managed
environments that support vital habitats and their fauna as well as sustaining jobs and
incomes to the benefit of rural economies and local communities.

Beyond the economic contribution of red meat production, our LFA provides several important
public good ecosystem services which include carbon storage, water quality, flood mitigation,
biodiversity, and recreation.

Rough grazing for sheep and cattle makes up some 59 per cent of Scottish agricultural land, all
of which is in the Scotland’s LFA.> Maintaining livestock on this land is of importance, as under
grazing poses a threat to biodiversity through rank vegetation and a much-increased risk of
wildfire that could inadvertently release vast quantities of stored carbon and risk rural
communities.

4 The Scottish Red Meat Industry Profile, QMS (2025)

5 What are the climate impacts of agriculture on Scottish uplands, SRUC, NFUS 2020
https://www.nfus.org.uk/userfiles/images/Policy/ELU/0620%20Uplands%20F actsheet. pdf#:~:text=Rough%20grazing %20for%20sheep%20an d%20cattle %.20makes,C %20sequestratio
n%200n%20highly%20organic%20upland%20soils.



https://www.nfus.org.uk/userfiles/images/Policy/ELU/0620%20Uplands%20Factsheet.pdf#:~:text=Rough%20grazing%20for%20sheep%20and%20cattle%20makes,C%20sequestration%20on%20highly%20organic%20upland%20soils
https://www.nfus.org.uk/userfiles/images/Policy/ELU/0620%20Uplands%20Factsheet.pdf#:~:text=Rough%20grazing%20for%20sheep%20and%20cattle%20makes,C%20sequestration%20on%20highly%20organic%20upland%20soils
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Balanced and managed grazing by livestock across much of Scotland’s LFA has a key role to
play in helping to store carbon whilst maintaining habitats and biodiversity. Extensive grazing
systems, founded on the natural carrying capacity of the land, maintain the balance that
enables continued carbon storage whilst reducing the risks of carbon loss. Long term research
has found that mass tree planting on heather moorlands can have reduce soil carbon storage
capability®. Policy makers must consider the impacts of wholesale land use change in
conjunction with relevant scientific data to mitigate damaging soil health and carbon storage.

Biodiversity

The maintenance and enhancement of the rich and varied biodiversity associated with huge
expanses of Scotland continues to depend on more extensive sheep and beef units, and their
grazing management in particular.

Around 40 per cent of Scotland’s agricultural land is extensive and classed as ‘High Nature
Value’' (HNV) farmland’. This is where traditional low impact farming and crofting methods -
primarily livestock production - have created a rich diversity of wildlife habitats which can
create a home to corncrakes, lapwings, curlews, oyster catchers, flag iris, great yellow
bumblebees and marsh fritillary butterflies, to name just a few. Furthermore, LFA units are key
in the control and management of invasive species which is in the public interest from a
biodiversity and public health perspective.

Water Management

The grazing management which underpins Scotland's LFA also plays a role in water resources
and flood management. The vast majority of our drinking water comes from upland
catchments.

The careful management of upland drainage networks and balanced grazing to maintain
vegetation cover can maintain stable water table levels that are practical for agricultural land
use, whilst providing water storage capacity for extreme weather events and reducing the peak
flow of run-off. As a result, upland LFA catchments, and their management, help mitigate
against flood risk - with such natural flood risk management being a more cost-effective
approach than hard engineering further downstream.

6 Tree planting in organic soils does not result in net carbon sequestration on decadal timescales, Friggens et al. 2020.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/gcb.15229 , https://www.hutton.ac.uk/news/tree-planting-does-not-always-boost-ecosystem-carbon-stocks-study-finds

7 Nature Scot, State of Nature Report,_https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2019-10/State-of-nature-Report-2019-Scotland-full-report.pdf



https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/gcb.15229
https://www.hutton.ac.uk/news/tree-planting-does-not-always-boost-ecosystem-carbon-stocks-study-finds
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Nature Protection and Restoration

In addition, hundreds of thousands of hectares across Scotland are designated as Sites of
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) or other wildlife designations, such as Special Protection Areas
(SPAs) under the Birds Directive and rely on agricultural management for their conservation.
These include not only hills and uplands, but the habitats associated with moorland flora and
the species-rich grasslands of in-bye ground.

These sites require the commitment of their farming and crofting occupiers to safeguard their
future. The agricultural management of different types of vegetation, sometimes including
arable and forage crops, is also very important for species of farmland birds such as corncrake,
lapwing and curlew. Other key target species such as snipe and golden plover would suffer
greatly from any decline in grazing and management on the majority of LFA farms and crofts
that dominate land use. Scotland’s hills and uplands require livestock grazing to sustain the
delicate balance of plant, insect, bird and other animal species which make them unique.

These public goods and the economic contribution of active farming and crofting in Scotland’s
LFA are in danger of disappearing if there is not sufficient support to bridge the gap between
market returns and costs of production. Farmers in hill and upland areas, as elsewhere, must
be rewarded for the public goods and ecosystem services they provide if they are to be
secured in future.

Rural Development

Rural development is an objective in the Agriculture and Rural Communities (Scotland) Act
2024. Agriculture and in particular LFA farms and crofts are part of the solution to maintaining
thriving rural communities in Scotland. The importance of this is underlined in Scottish
Governments decision to include ‘Rural Communities’ in the title of the Agriculture and Rural
Communities (Scotland) Act 2024.

Rural Scotland depends on agriculture and associated industries for employment?, with some
40,000 people employed through the red meat supply chain®. It is in everyone’s interest to
support and encourage growth in farms and crofts to stimulate the economic ripple created by
active extensive livestock systems in Scotland’'s uplands and remote areas.

8Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021, Scottish Government, https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2021/02/rural-scotland-key-facts-
2021/documents/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/govscot%3Adocument/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021.pdf
9 The Scottish Red Meat Industry Profile, QMS (2025)
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LFA farms and crofts are critical in supporting a wide range of businesses and services,
including: livestock marts, slaughterhouses, veterinary practices, haulage firms, animal feed
suppliers and agricultural input suppliers.

After considering the economic multipliers that apply in the Scottish economy because of the
sectors support to their suppliers, the total impact is as high as £3.5bn of output and £1.05bn
of Gross Value Added (GVA) in 2024.1°

A loss of agricultural activity in the LFA is having a significant impact on the already fragile
economy of much of rural Scotland. We know that farmers and crofters contribute to local
communities through holding additional roles and positions away from the farm or croft." In
addition, the loss of the less tangible environmental and social co-products associated with
farming and crofting would be detrimental to other sectors of the rural economy and wider
social interests. The current situation should not be underestimated; with the population in
island and remote rural areas already in steady decline. This is not set to improve, with it
projected to drop by 12% over the next 20 years'2.

Scotland’s budding agri-tourism industry is heavily reliant on the open, grazed landscape
created by the upland farming systems'®. The success of on farm diversification hinges on
livestock farming’s role in supporting biodiversity, for example, wildlife tourism through
traditional management methods, such as hefted flocks. Also, farmers and crofters ensure that
numerous Scheduled Ancient Monuments and other landscape features, such as dry-stone
dykes and vernacular buildings, are positively managed. These public goods are currently
under recognised in the current agri-support system.

Culturally, farming and crofting play a fundamental role in the life of communities across the
LFA, not least through a strong link between individual farming and crofting families, their
connection to the land and their way of life. Much of the LFA is highly valued by those who
work and visit such areas that also help define the cultural identity of Scotland. However, this
strong sense of community is reliant on the specialist skills, knowledge and experience of the
people that are responsible for and passionate about hill farming and crofting.

' The Scottish Red Meat Industry Profile, QMS (2025)

" Scottish Farm Business Incomes 2023 — 2024, RESAS, https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2025/04/scottish-farm-business-income-
annual-estimates-2023-2024/documents/infographic/infographic/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2Bfarm%2Bbusiness %2Bincome%2Bestimates %2B2023-24%2B-
Infographic%2Bto%2Bprint.pdf

"2 Supporting Scotland's Transition - Land Use and Agriculture: Technical Supporting Document, https://www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-scotlands-transition-land-use-agriculture-
technical-supporting-document/pages/4/

®Growth Tracker 2022, Scottish Agritourism, https:/scottishagritourism.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Agitourism-growth-tracker-2022.pdf
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Conclusion

The value of Scotland’s Less Favoured Area’s cannot be underestimated. By supporting farming
in Less Favoured Areas, Scotland invests not only in rural resilience but in environmental
protection, food security and the long-term vitality of its rural communities.



