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Welcome
This report is intended to spark conversations and stimulate debate, to challenge the 
current system of land management in Scotland and in part transport the sector towards  
a vibrant future.

The ideas in this report are just that, ideas, ready 
to be challenged and refined as we gain clarity 
on issues such as trade and as new science and 
thinking develops. We cannot wait until all the 
unknowns become knowns - we must start 
making critical decisions now. Failure to declare 
a direction of travel for future policy prevents 
businesses confidently planning and investing 
in their future, and while short-term stability is 
welcomed, lack of future direction reduces long-
term business certainty. The majority of actions 
required for the sector to increase future business 
success will also increase environmental resilience 
and contribute to wider societal goals. Regardless 
of the political changes in Europe, the UK and 
Scotland, the actions by businesses remain the 
same and must be started now. 

As we transition away from the Common 
Agricultural Policy, we have the opportunity to 
create new policy for land management which 
is right for Scotland and recognises the many 
positive things land management delivers for 
society, the environment and the economy.

In light of the Scottish Government announcing 
a climate emergency, new policy must recognise 
the potential for land management activities to 
sequester carbon and reduce emissions whilst 
also producing high quality sustainable food. This 
must be considered as a whole and not two 
separate issues.

Ultimately, we want to see rural businesses which 
are resilient, efficient and thriving. We believe 
that these businesses will underpin increased 
societal and environmental wellbeing throughout 
Scotland as well as the direct creation of jobs and 
the indirect increase in opportunities for product 
and service provisions. To achieve this, we need 
significant changes to both policy and business 
behaviours. #Route2050 sets out our thinking  
on what these changes could be. 

Sarah-Jane Laing
Executive Director
Scottish Land & Estates

September 2019
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Ultimately, we want to see 
rural businesses which are 
resilient, efficient and thriving. 
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Where do we  
want to be in

2020-2025

2025-2030

2030-2040

2040-2050

Our vision remains that we want to see productive land-based businesses contributing  
to vibrant rural economies whilst protecting and enhancing the environment. 

Scottish Government plans
• Stability and simplicity transition
• Pilot schemes for future policy
• Climate change plan
• Forestry Strategy Plan
• Sustainable development goals

Scottish Government plans
• Post 2024 policy
• Climate change targets

Scottish Government plans
• Review post 2024 policy
• Climate change targets

Scottish Government plans
• Scotland to be net-zero by 2045

SLE wants to see
• Rural businesses know their carbon footprint 

and have increased efforts to reduce emissions 
and sequester carbon

• Rural businesses have accessed skills training 
and knowledge to maximise resource efficiency

• Rural businesses have accessed capital and 
knowledge to become more productive and 
resilient

• Scottish Government use data to target 
investment in rural industries

• Private markets are developing to reward rural 
businesses for their delivery of public good in 
collaboration with Scottish and UK Government

• Roll-out of producer organisations to all 
agriculture and forestry markets help re-balance 
supply chain power and increase industry  
co-operation

SLE wants to see
• A new rural policy has promoted productivity, 

efficiency and resilience
• Rural policy has created the behaviour change 

needed to deliver Scotland net-zero targets
• Land based businesses are given proper 

recognition for their positive contribution  
to achieving net-zero

• Investment in the rural sector ensures high 
quality affordable food and rewards the  
delivery of public goods

• Investment continues to ensure the 
conservation of heritage and cultural practices

• Scottish Government encourages a circular 
economy which recognises the many products 
produced in the rural economy

• Increased Scottish Government support for the 
use of timber in construction and a growing 
market for natural fibres such as wool

SLE wants to see
• Public goods delivered by rural businesses are 

rewarded through private markets and Scottish 
and UK Government investment

• As a key partner in the sequestering of carbon 
land-based businesses continue to be rewarded 
for the positive contribution in achieving  
net-zero target

• The circular economy creates a market for rural 
businesses to trade in and contribute to the 
national economy

• Productive, efficient and sustainable land 
management continues to deliver for the 
environment, society and economy

SLE wants to see
• Land-based businesses continue to be rewarded 

for the positive contribution to carbon 
sequestration and emission reduction

In the next 30 years rural businesses will be 
expected to make enormous changes in order to 
be resilient to both climate and market changes. 
Policy must be tailored to ensure that enhancing 
productivity, business resilience and environmental 
benefit are our top priorities. 
 
Scottish Government investment in all parts of 
rural Scotland must focus on encouraging the 
most appropriate land use and best practice in 
order to deliver a vibrant rural ecosystem able to 
deliver for society, the environment and economy. 

There are areas where farming will always 
struggle to be profitable, but where that farming 
activity performs several important functions, such 
as climate change mitigation, carbon capture and 
enhanced biodiversity, the financial recognition  
for delivering these outcomes is justified. 

The policy work needed can be split in to short, 
medium and long-term goals to match Scottish 
Government objectives, as well as national and 
international goals.
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2019
Scotland is a diverse country with some highly productive land and a large proportion  
of less productive land. Scottish land management is equally diverse. 
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Where are we now?

Land management in Scotland delivers a 
number of key benefits, including: Land use in Scotland 2018

Number of holdings 51,138

Crops  (hectares) 573,931 

Grass (hectares) 1,306,305 

Rough grazing including  
common (hectares)

3,624,467 

Farm woodland and  
other land (hectares)

679,006 

Total agricultural  
area (hectares)

6,183,709 

% land in less  
favoured areas (LFA)

84%

Total land area (hectares) 7,791,073 

% land agricultural 81%

Social
• Jobs - direct and indirect
• Community
• Access

Environmental
• Highly regarded landscape
• Biodiversity
• Water management
• Carbon sequestration

Economic
• Food production
• Timber production
• Renewable energy
• Tourism
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Forest Planting 2019
Farm business incomes in Scotland are also very diverse. Total income from farming was estimated to 
have fallen in 2018. Some farms have high business incomes, but others are making large losses. In 2018 
direct payments to farmers made up the largest average income. On average farms made a loss from 
agricultural activity of £14,600. Losses from businesses were generally offset by direct payments and 
agri-environment scheme payments.

Farm business income (without subsidies)

Land management in Scotland also delivers natural capital in the form of:

New Planting by type (hectares)

Conifers 7,270
Broadleaves 3,940
All new planting 11,210

Area of Woodland 2019 (hectares)

Conifers 
Forest and Land Scotland 428,000
Private Land 645,000

Broadleaves 
Forest and Land Scotland 41,000
Private Land 385,000

New planting by ownership (hectares)

Forest and Land Scotland 1,030
Private sector 10,190

Cereals
Farm Business Income  £1,348  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £35,240  
(with subsidy) 

General cropping
Farm Business Income  £28,235  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £66,088  
(with subsidy) 

Dairy
Farm Business Income  £33,441  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £73,144  
(with subsidy) 

LFA sheep
Farm Business Income  -£27,449  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £18,231  
(with subsidy) 

LFA beef
Farm Business Income  -£20,521  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £24,734  
(with subsidy) 

LFA mixed cattle 
Farm Business Income  -£26,275  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £32,649  
(with subsidy) 

Lowland cattle and sheep
Farm Business Income  -£4,419 
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £31,745  
(with subsidy) 

Mixed
Farm Business Income  -£8,778  
(without subsidy) 
Farm Business Income  £29,051 
(with subsidy) 
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On average farms made 
a loss from agricultural 
activity of £14,600.

Water 
quality

Flood 
management

Clean air Species 
biodiversity

Attractive 
landscapes

Access Carbon 
sequestration

Climate 
change 

mitigation

High
quality  
food

Timber

(Source: https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/statistics/statistics-by-topic/woodland-statistics/)

(Source: Scottish Farm Business Income Estimates 2017-2018)



2020-2025 
The transition
The transition period should focus on:
• Improving business resilience and efficiency
• Pilots of new policy schemes using tools from 

the Land Use Strategy
• Improving understanding of carbon footprint 

and ways to reduce it
• Increasing access to skills and knowledge training
• Encouraging behaviour change away from the 

Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) approach
• Challenging existing norms

Leaving the Common Agriculture Policy would 
enable a radical rethink on how Scotland supports 
agriculture and achieves environmental targets. 

Scottish Land & Estates welcomes the inclusion  
of a transition period in the Stability and Simplicity 
Consultation. Whilst this has provided a degree 
of clarity, the industry is missing guidance on the 
future beyond that. For the industry to prepare 
for change it needs to know the direction of 
travel from The Scottish Government. As part 
of the transition work, we want to see policy 
embrace an integrated approach for land use and 
regional action plans based on available modelling 
technology. 

Scottish, UK and EU policy has tended to drive 
land use because of the financial frameworks that 
surround the policy, but that policy is frequently 
designed in silos where farming, forestry, energy 
and rural development policy, for example, are 
developed separately. 

We would like to see the Land Use Strategy 
embraced as future policy is developed. It has  
the potential to provide a mechanism that enables  
a more coherent approach to getting the most 
out of the land. Tools created in the Land Use 
Strategy should be used when designing pilots  
in the transition period. 
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An integrated approach will help to get the most 
out of the land to the benefit of all.

We want to see an approach that provides a 
transition to a new regime. Given the need to 
enhance productivity and resource use efficiency, 
Scottish Government investment in farming and 
land management should be more focused on  
helping the industry change. 

A proportion of funding in the transition should 
be available to enable the adoption of innovative 
approaches, marketing, diversification, advice, 
knowledge exchange and facilitation and to help 
facilitate exit from the industry for those that 
want to leave, alongside entry to the industry  
to support generational renewal.

We encourage The Scottish Government to 
use the transition to begin the wider discussion 
on investing in, and rewarding, our less favoured 
areas for the wider benefits they deliver. There 
are areas where farming will always struggle 
to be profitable, but that land management 
activity performs several important functions. In 
addition to providing a living and producing food 
it provides habitats for wildlife and water and 
landscape management. It also has an important 
social and community impact in terms of keeping 
people in remote rural areas. If support were 
removed and land abandoned, we would be likely 
to witness negative social and environmental 
trends. It will, therefore, be important to consider 
how we reward and invest in farming and 
wider land management in order to ensure the 
continuation of the land management and the 
associated contribution to the local environment, 
economy and community. 

At the same time, while we believe that there will 
be a need for ongoing future direct investment 
and for additional investment to disadvantaged 
areas, Scottish Land & Estates believes that rural 
funding needs to change to more clearly deliver 
tangible benefits in return for the large amounts 
of public money invested in rural areas. As such, 
future regimes should move in the direction 
of putting greater emphasis on rewarding land 
managers for the delivery of public goods.

What seems clear is that integrated land management can deliver 
the outcomes which society and Scottish Government wish to see.

Produce food

Timber 

Renewable energy

Natural capital 

Water management

Carbon sequestration 

Housing

Thriving rural communities

Infrastructure and connectivity

For the industry to prepare 
for change it needs to know 

the direction of travel  
from government.

Whilst each individual business should be aiming to enhance their own efficiency and 
productivity, Scottish Government can play a constructive role in enabling business success 
during the transition. The Scottish Government already does this to an extent through rural 
development funding, but as we move forward there is arguably a need for a greater focus in 
this area.  

Moving forward

Research and innovation – the Scottish 
Government needs to continue to support 
research that underpins innovation in farming 
and forestry and to promote the uptake of 
new techniques or systems. Money for capital 
investment on land holdings that might be 
required to innovate should be continued 
provided it represents value for money.

Knowledge exchange – given the range of 
performance in the different farming sectors 
it should be possible to share knowledge and 
experience so that the systems operated by 
the top performers are replicated more widely. 
This should also be a focus of the world leading 
research Scotland produces.

Advice – high quality advice has to be key to 
helping farmers improve profitability. This advice 
must also be tailored to individual businesses. So 
much of the current variance in performance is 
down to people and management rather than 
inputs. 

Marketing – Scotland has the potential to 
compete in both commodity and premium 
markets; our future lies in a focus on quality 
and provenance for both food and timber. 
This requires standards to be protected and 
coordinated marketing to secure market  
share and trade deals. 

Cooperation – farmers and land managers 
frequently operate in isolation and therefore lack 
power in the marketplace. Farmers could enhance 
profitability through greater cooperation and the 
formation of producer organisations to achieve 
greater power in the supply chain.

Diversification – Scottish and UK Governments 
may need to help with skills and training, and 
with investment in infrastructure, to enhance the 
ability of land managers to diversify. This includes 
tourism, adding value to farm produce or other 
enterprises. 

Fostering enhanced dynamism and diversity 
in the workforce – many people keep farming 
well past retirement age because they love it, 
but also perhaps because there are financial 
advantages to doing so. The current support for 
new entrants needs to continue and a stronger 
culture of succession planning needs to be 
developed. 

#Route2050
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During the transition we would encourage The Scottish Government to work with land-based 
businesses so that they may clearly demonstrate the positive role they can play in reducing 
emissions and capturing carbon. At a business level this could include broader use of carbon 
audits to understand resource use and emissions so reduction efforts can be targeted. The 
collection of data will also allow the positive work of the industry to be fully understood. 

Rottal Estate is located in Glen Clova, the largest of the Angus Glens. The estate is 
approximately 8,000 acres and ranges from 800 to nearly 3,000 ft above sea level.
Rottal is privately owned and run in a traditional way with all the shooting, fishing, stalking 
and farming in-hand. The owners live on the estate, are actively involved in running it on 
a day to day basis and have achieved accreditation by Wildlife Estates Scotland for their 
commitment to biodiversity and wildlife management.

Climate change 

Scottish rural businesses and landowners should 
be commended for their efforts to date and 
their continued willingness to adopt new greener 
technologies and management practices, adapting 
to be more sustainable. However, it is understood 
that considerable further effort is needed to 
facilitate behavioural change and help farmers 
understand the need to adapt management 
practices and reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
For industries to continue to meet demands while 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, it is essential 
that guidance and support is provided. 

Through afforestation, regeneration of peatland 
and renewable energy projects farmers and 
land managers are already making significant 
efforts towards the reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions and atmospheric carbon levels. It is 
understood that these efforts and other green 
activities are not being fully represented when 
assessing the impact of agriculture on climate 
change mitigation.

Carbon sequestration is able to provide 
a marketable good and private money is 
already used to support these efforts through 
the Woodland Carbon Code and Peatland 
Code which offer a reliable and trustworthy 
marketplace. However, the voluntary nature of 
this trading limits the potential for growth. It is for 
The Scottish and UK Governments to act now 
to incentivise steps to mitigate emissions. This 
would increase demand and therefore capital for 
the regeneration of peatland or the planting and 
management of woodland. 

There is the opportunity to do more and with 
the right policies, support, advice and training 
in place, farmers and land managers can deliver 
a great deal in implementing the change that is 
needed to deliver these ambitious targets. 

This requires strong leadership, support and long-
term direction from the Scottish Government.  
The clear commitment to tackle climate change 
is very welcome but we must now identify the 
pathway to achieve the overall net-zero target. 

Rottal Estate are involved with a contour tree 
planting initiative in collaboration with the Esks 
Rivers and Fisheries Trust, the Esks Fishery Board, 
Angus Council, South Esk Catchment Partnership, 
Scottish Government, Scottish Forestry, The 
Woodland Trust and Forest Carbon. 

Approximately 200 acres have been planted along 
four miles of the eastern contour of Glen Clova. 
The trees will act as flood mitigation, carbon 
capture, amenity benefit, biomass and timber 
production, increased biodiversity and improved 
grazing for livestock. Around £300,000 has been 
invested in the project, most of which has been 
funded by the abovementioned organisations. 
Tilhill Forestry are the main contractors. 

Responsible woodland management across 
the River South Esk catchment is important 
for improving natural flood management, 
controlling diffuse pollution, and improving the 
local landscape and habitats. The involvement of 
the Estate in this project has been crucial to its 
success.

#Route2050
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2025-2040 
A new rural policy
After the transition we would like to see a new rural policy introduced which promotes 
efficiency, productivity and resilience. The policy should encourage the continued  
behaviour change needed to achieve Scotland's net-zero targets and recognise the  
efforts being made by rural businesses. 

#Route2050
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After the transition Scottish Land & Estates would like to see a rural policy inspired by 
the Land Use Strategy which enables investment to be targeted according to geographic 
suitability and land use potential rather than a single policy. 

Flow of legislation

Scottish Land & Estates believes that enhancing the efficiency of land-based businesses and 
increasing their resilience has to be a top priority for a new rural policy. At the moment 
there are many businesses that have low profitability with a significant proportion being 
unprofitable and there is too great a dependency on public financial support. Scottish  
land-based businesses therefore need to adapt. 

Integrated  
policies

Enhancing productivity  
and efficiency

Our members are frequently involved in diverse 
activities and they seek to manage their land 
holdings in an integrated way where different 
activities complement each other. Integrated 
land management is at the heart of what our 
members do. 

We would like to see the Land Use Strategy 
embraced in the development of future policy, 
recognising its potential for delivering international 
and national targets as well as providing coherent 
policy for rural industries. Whilst single legislation 
for forestry, farming, environment and rural 
communities might be required they should all 
clearly link back to the Land Use Strategy to  
avoid contradictions.

What seems clear is that if it is managed in an 
integrated way, the land can deliver more in 
the way of outcomes to society. It can be used 
to produce food, timber and energy, but it can 
also help mitigate flooding or climate change 
and protect biodiversity. An integrated approach 
will help to get the most out of the land to the 
benefit of all.

Delivering for all
It is clear that there is an expectation for land 
managers to sequester carbon, reduce emissions, 
produce high quality food and timber, prevent 
flooding and create an aesthetically pleasing 
environment. It is not surprising that land managers 
find this list quite daunting. The design of support 
schemes around single topics makes the task seem 
impossible. Future policy should instead focus on 
the multiple wins from one activity. 

An example of this is soil health. Managing and 
improving soil health has the potential to deliver 
multiple benefits.

SLE is supportive of a move towards outcome-
based approaches because the current systems 
that simply prescribe dates for activity can be 
inflexible. Farmers and land managers should be 
empowered to make decisions to best deliver 
the outcome expected, with support and advice 
from relevant experts. We acknowledge, however, 
that there are challenges in managing public 
expenditure on the basis of outcomes rather than 
activity but believe that these challenges should 
not prevent such an approach being pursued. 

Importantly increased productivity is not 
increased production. It is instead a focus on 
resource use efficiency to maximise output whilst 
rationalising inputs. By focusing on appropriate 
input levels, it is possible to deliver environmental 
benefits as well as cost savings. 

Measures to deliver this could include:
• A focus on soil health and management
• Increased knowledge exchange, including 

discussion groups and monitor farms
• Resource Use Audits to enable businesses  

to identify areas for improvement
• Animal Health plans to improve disease 

management
• Integrated Crop Management 
• Greater uptake of skills training
• Investment in applied research, including  

farmer led field scale trials 

Change is inevitable and the impact of this on 
the sector or parts of the sector has to be fully 
recognised, understood and managed. Investment 
can be delivered through numerous channels and 
it is important there is diversity in mechanisms to 
improve uptake.

If we are to drive behavioural and management 
change then we need a system of advice based on 
good all-round knowledge, backed up by teams of 
specialists. These advisers need to be able to deliver 
the required step change in efficiency, productivity, 
sustainability and innovation. 

Any new policy strategy which results in new 
schemes will require knowledge exchange 
and training, but we will also need technical 
support and innovation. We have to ensure 
that our research and advice providers are well 
placed to deliver this, and a successful two-way 
communication process is in place, ensuring our 
world class researchers are practical and solutions 
focussed.

Advice services to deliver the required sectoral 
change must be multi-faceted and diverse.

We support a range of approaches including:
• A farm advisory service as a basic point of 

reference on new schemes
• The use of monitor farms
• Access to research which can be easily applied 

by farmers and land managers 
• Access to private sector advice for issues from 

overall business planning to specific technical 
areas

• Access to tools for collaborative, on-the-ground 
research projects

Access to knowledge as well as advice is critical 
to effect mindset and cultural change within the 
industry which will create resilient and profitable 
businesses.

By focusing on appropriate 
input levels, it is possible to 

deliver environmental benefits 
as well as cost savings.
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Land Use Policy  
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Food Nation Ambition, 

Forestry Strategy, 
Environment Strategy
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Scottish Land & Estates believes that by 2050 our approach to regulation should be one 
where regulators work closely and constructively with land managers in a positive way. 
There needs to be enhanced co-operation between land managers to reduce costs and 
achieve greater market power. 

Technology benefits for livestock farming include improved traceability from farm to 
fork, improved health welfare, resource use efficiency and productivity. For arable and 
horticulture systems benefits would include increased input efficacy, better resource 
management, increased quality and supply management. For all businesses the use of 
financial and performance date could deliver physical and financial benchmarking, greater 
understanding of resource use and emissions and improved reporting which results in more 
informed management decisions. Technology also has the ability to improve worker quality 
of life and allow operators to work smarter rather than harder. Increased instrumentation 
and data collection on farms also have the potential to contribute to improving the 
industry’s health and safety record. 

Scotland benefits from a strong land and rural research base. Our research institutes 
perform an important role in underpinning policy and practical land management. In future 
this role will only become more important. We will need researchers and land managers to 
be working more closely together if we are to achieve our aspirations for land management 
and for our rural industries. Government funded research will need to be aligned with the 
needs of the industry and our targets for industry development and land managers will have 
to be open to adopting new technologies and management practices. 

Regulation that works for all Technology

Research and innovation

Regulation is necessary. As a society we establish 
laws and regulations so that individuals do not 
harm the wider public interest, for example 
through polluting water courses. Yet while, as 
a society, we need regulation, from the land 
manager’s perspective it can feel like an excessive 
burden given that every facet of their work has 
regulation associated with it.

It is important to find the right balance between 
protecting the public interest and allowing 
individuals to run businesses and manage the land.

In the longer-term a change of approach is 
required. Some movement is being made in 
this direction already and that is welcome, but 
Scottish Land & Estates would like to see a shift 
from regulators being enforcers to regulators 
adopting a much more enabling attitude. 

The use of these tools alongside greater data 
analytics could help to achieve improved efficiency 
and productivity. Large amounts of data are 
collected and the value in this data can only be 
realised once it has been analysed. Rewarding 
farmers for providing data possibly through 
private sector incentive is one option. 

Technology moves in leaps and bounds. However, 
the uptake is not rapid. Given the speed of 
change it can be hard for business managers to 
evaluate the correct technology for their system, 
to deliver value for money. Support mechanisms 
should be introduced to encourage the uptake 
of appropriate technology and the knowledge 
required to make the most it. 

To fully utilise the potential of technology and 
innovation in Scottish agriculture, fast and reliable 
broadband connections and mobile connectivity 
will be crucial. 

Additionally, it is important to recognise the 
diversity of Scottish farming and that not all areas 
can sustain a high-tech industry, but they can 
all be more efficient and as resilient as possible. 
Some areas have very few options because of the 
nature of the land with the main opportunities 
lying in the delivery of public goods. 

More of the research budget should be allocated 
to applied research, offering solutions to key 
issues quickly. On-farm research and peer-
to-peer learning should also be encouraged 
and supported to increase the uptake of new 
knowledge. 

The UK has a world leading research sector 
that should play a pivotal role in ensuring the 
long-term sustainability of the industry. Research 
priorities should be guided by the big challenges 
of profitable and competitive farming. That means 
harnessing the power of genetics, using chemicals 
more sustainably and developing technology 
and data solutions to drive smart and precision 
agriculture.

#Route2050
A direction of travel for Scottish land management to 2050

To utilise the potential of 
technology and innovation, fast 

and reliable broadband and mobile 
connectivity will be crucial. 
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David Fuller-Shapcott of Sweethope Farms 
describes the information he gets from 
the Yield Enhancement Network (YEN) as 
“gold dust”. The 690 acre mixed arable and 
livestock farm near Kelso has been part of 
the ADAS run YEN for over six years.
 
YEN brings together farmers and scientists to 
promote innovation and technology with the aim 
of helping farmers increase yields across a wide 
range of crops. Importantly the calculations are  
all about yield potential. 

The support available when trying out new 
ways of improving yields in wheat, oilseed rape 
and barley is invaluable. David explained: “To 
have someone look at what you are doing and 
scientifically evaluate the potential yield of a 
crop in a particular field means that you have 
a goal to work to. If I’ve managed to get 78% 
of that potential over a growing season, I know 
something is limiting my yield and I need to find 
an improvement.”

Case study
from our Helping it Happen Awards

YEN brings together farmers and 
scientists to promote innovation 
and technology with the aim of 
helping farmers increase yields 

across a wide range of crops.
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Through the Scottish Rural Development 
Programme and predecessor agri-
environment and rural development 
schemes, farmers and foresters have 
received payments for some time to support 
the delivery of things other than food and 
timber production.  Farmers have also been 
required to ensure their land is kept in good 
agricultural and environmental condition as 
a requirement of receiving the money they 
get to support food production. This is not 
therefore entirely new territory. 

Scottish Land & Estates believes that any future policy regime should put greater emphasis 
on delivering public goods. Investment in land management is justified because it underpins 
productive land-based businesses that are the bedrock of the rural economy and rural 
communities, but in the context of restricted public budgets it is reasonable that those 
businesses demonstrate how they deliver in the public interest in order to justify ongoing 
investment and reward for the delivery of a benefit.

Scottish  
Government  
investment

Delivering in the public interest

This change raises questions about the level 
of incentive farmers, foresters and other land 
managers need in order to carry out work that 
is purely in the public interest. Up to now such 
payments have been made on the basis of costs 
incurred and income foregone, which has not in 
itself always been enough to ensure high levels 
of uptake. The key will be finding mechanisms 
that allow land managers to make a return for 
producing the wider set of outcomes society 
wants to see.

Another important aspect of ensuring farmers 
and land managers deliver public benefits is 
ensuring that they have the training, knowledge 
and support to carry out the activity that is being 
asked of them.    

We have advocated that rural land-based 
businesses need to be less reliant on public 
money and instead make changes to enable them 
to become profitable in their own right.  This can 
only be achieved, however, if there is an economic 
driver.  Not all public good created can currently 
be measured or valued properly.  

Examples of public goods include natural flood 
management, human physical and mental health 
benefits and carbon sequestration.  Since public 
goods do not have a market, they have no market 
value, and consequently there is little incentive for 
farmers and other land-based businesses to invest 
in them. 
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Land managers could co-operate more to find ways to reduce costs, for example in sharing 
equipment, or to secure greater power in the supply chain. Farmers and land managers are 
predominantly price takers with little ability to negotiate and suffer from a small number 
of very large and powerful buyers dictating terms. Co-operation could therefore enhance 
profitability by potentially reducing costs, increase income and manage risk.

Enhanced co-operation  
between land managers

Producer organisations can also help to achieve 
these goals. Currently they are restricted to the 
fruit and vegetable sectors, but by opening this out 
to other sectors, new impetus can be created to 
give producers the expertise and negotiating ability 
to ensure fair and smooth-running supply chains.

Land managers are being asked by society to 
deliver more for the environment from their 
land management. One way of doing this more 
effectively is through co-operation between land 
managers at a landscape scale. If land managers 
work more closely together, the environmental 

outcome is likely to be better than if they all act 
individually. Co-operation will help farmers and 
land managers deliver what the public want to 
see and so justify ongoing public investment. 

Co-operation is also needed between different 
types of land manager. In recent decades Scotland 
has been afflicted by a divide between farming 
and forestry that potentially gets in the way of 
an efficient use of land. Scottish Land & Estates 
would like to see much greater cooperation and 
a blurring of old disciplinary lines so that we can 
use land rationally and efficiently.
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While rural areas may continue to need investment, that investment can be delivered in 
different ways. The Scottish Government can target investment and deliver it in ways that 
address specific challenges and the recipient industries need to demonstrably justify ongoing 
investment so that society as a whole understands what that public investment delivers. 

There are several potential delivery mechanisms for future policy, investment and reward. 
We detailed the options available to the sector in our New Directions to Scottish Land 
Management document published in 2017. Whilst the debate on future policy continues,  
we will refrain from committing to one option but would instead like to see elements of  
all of these made available to enable the sector to thrive. 

Beyond the  
status quo

Potential delivery  
mechanisms

At present, agricultural subsidy payments account 
for the lion’s share of public financial support to 
land management in rural areas. It can be difficult 
to justify when other areas of public expenditure 
are suffering such major budgetary pressures and 

there are questions around whether the current 
level of expenditure on farming provides value for 
money, around what it actually delivers and how 
the funding is distributed. 

1  Create policy which encourages and rewards 
the delivery of the most appropriate activity 
according to location

2  Low level direct funding with regional uplifts, 
where needed, to prevent land abandonment

3  Reward for additional, voluntary measures, 
which enhance the environment

4  Investment to improve resource use efficiency 
and productivity 

5  Reward for the provision of data to improve 
Scottish Government decision making and 
tailoring of policy

6  Collaborative links between Governments  
and private finance for rewarding the delivery 
of public goods

7  Investment in key services for the industry 
including research, skills and training

8  Investment to deliver rural housing

9  Investment for the whole supply chain

10 Economic incentives to encourage the  
letting of land

Appropriate levels of funding are essential to 
encourage uptake of schemes, but ahead of this 
we need to be clear on the focus and purpose 
of payment and how we intend to achieve the 
desired outcome. With the modelling and data 
available it is possible to tailor the incentives on 
offer, so each business is able to deliver according 
to its potential rather than conform to a national 
list.

We shouldn’t be constrained by existing 
structures; collectively we could design a new 
approach. Land managers already deliver lots of 
positives, but they are unable to robustly evidence 
their contribution. 
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There is a burgeoning interest in ecosystem markets or payment for ecosystem services 
and Scottish Land & Estates is keen to see this develop. Although traditionally ecosystem 
services have tended not to provide a financial return to the land manager, recent 
developments are creating revenue streams. 

Private markets 

The Woodland Carbon Code provides a good 
example of a mechanism that allows a business 
to make an annual payment that is equivalent to 
the number of trees that need to be planted and 
managed to sequester the amount of carbon that 
the business emits in a year. That payment is made 
through a carbon broker to the land manager 
who carries out the planting and management. 
A similar scheme exists for peatland restoration 
and management through the Peatland Code. 
In this way land managers may be encouraged 

to manage land to deliver more public goods 
because they come to have a financial value.  

The development of these types of approaches 
has the potential to help the long-term delivery of 
public goods from rural land without placing too 
heavy a burden on public funding. Land managers 
are ready to take part if the mechanisms can be 
found to pay for the management. There is a key 
role for UK and Scottish Government in kick-
starting such initiatives.  
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Conclusion
As new policy is developed, key priorities can ensure the rural economy can grow and 
thrive. Policy must be tailored to ensure that enhancing productivity, business resilience  
and environmental benefit are our top priorities.  

Investment in all parts of rural Scotland must 
focus on encouraging the most appropriate land 
use and best practice in order to deliver a vibrant 
rural ecosystem able to deliver for society, the 
environment and economy. 

While rural areas may continue to need 
investment, that investment can be delivered in 
different ways. The Scottish Government can 
target investment and deliver it in ways that 
address specific challenges and the recipient 
industries need to demonstrably justify ongoing 
investment so that society as a whole understands 
what that public investment delivers. 

There needs to be a policy which incentivises 
farmers and land managers to ensure they can 
continue to fulfil the important roles they play 
and adapt to fulfil new and different roles. It 

should be recognised that land managers need 
long-term policy, advice and guidance. The wealth 
of historic knowledge on their land and the 
landscape in which they work should be utilised 
for a more common-sense approach to scheme 
design. Giving stakeholders a voice early in the 
design and piloting of schemes would ensure they 
are accessible and achievable; this will increase 
final scheme uptake and subsequent impact. 

Ultimately, we want to see rural businesses which 
are resilient, efficient and thriving. To achieve 
this, we need significant changes to both policy 
and business behaviours. The added benefit of 
vibrant rural businesses is the positive impact 
they can have for local communities through the 
direct creation of jobs which stimulates the local 
economy and creates indirect employment. 

#Route2050
A direction of travel for Scottish land management to 2050
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