
Biodiversity Strategy - Consultation Questions

Our Strategic Vision – Framing and Context 
1. Using your own knowledge and the evidence presented, to what extent do you agree that there is a nature crisis in Scotland? Why do you think that? 
As an overarching issue, biodiversity loss is certainly something that needs to be addressed, as highlighted by the statistics provided in the Strategy. However, the Strategy does not allow for nuances between Scotland’s regions, instead applying statistics to Scotland as a whole.

It also does not acknowledge where progress has been, and continues to be, made. The Strategy does not recognise that there are currently schemes in place actively addressing the issue of biodiversity degradation, such as farmers and crofters improving habitats[endnoteRef:23277].  [23277:  https://www.fas.scot/environment/biodiversity/improving-biodiversity-on-your-farm/] 


The Strategy references a decline in terrestrial and marine species but the same report that these figures are sourced from states that “trends in Scottish biodiversity, such as farmland birds, suggest that the impact [of agricultural intensification] may not have been as great as in the wider UK, at least in more recent years (NatureScot 2021)”.[endnoteRef:11720] It is therefore not clear where the most severe impact has been and subsequently where the most work needs to be done. There is considerable variation across the country which makes the case for a regional approach, with key challenges highlighted for each respective area.  [11720:  Marine and Terrestrial Species Indicators: Experimental Statistic | NatureScot] 


There is also no recognition that, in some instances, a major overhaul is not needed, and instead it is a case of maintenance or minor adjustments. 

2. What do you see as the key challenges and opportunities of tackling both the climate and biodiversity crises at the same time? 
A significant challenge is ensuring a holistic approach that does not result in negative unintended consequences. The Strategy notes that,
“The Scottish Government's Agriculture Vision... recognises the need to meet the key outcomes of high quality food production, climate mitigation and adaptation, and nature restoration. It is important that we seek to deliver against all of these outcomes in a complementary manner.”
It is crucial that these outcomes are harmonised, and the work required to ensure this cannot be underestimated. There is also a concern that the reality of trying to balance these outcomes will ultimately be to the detriment of food production.  We therefore fully endorse the Agriculture Vision as it strives to deliver each outcome on an equal basis, and feel it should be reiterated in this Strategy due to the importance of achieving this and for consistency across policy areas.
There is a challenge in a blanket approach rather than one that is tailored to regions and their relative topography and farm systems – there is not a ‘one size fits all’ solution. The Strategy refers to ‘uplands’ and ‘lowlands’ within the rural environment outcomes, but does not differentiate further. 
The European Commission’s Impact Assessment[endnoteRef:18851] of the Sustainable food system framework initiative (linked to the Farm to Fork Strategy) highlights the following issues in transitioning to sustainable food systems: [18851:  https://food.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-02/f2f_legis_iia_fsfs_5902055.pdf] 

· Lack of incentives (e.g., financial, research and innovation) for actors of the food system to produce/place sustainable food on the EU market.
· Insufficient allocation of cross sectoral responsibilities to the different actors of the food system for transitioning towards sustainability.
· Imperfect competition (imbalances in market power in the food chain).
It is therefore essential that these market and regulatory failures are addressed first, in order to support primary producers and processors to adapt their farming systems and operations in line with the Strategy. 
3. Is the draft vision clear enough? 

[bookmark: _Int_tswsGOup]The vision comprises statements which are largely subjective, such as “our natural environment will be...richly diverse” and “substantially restored and regenerated”. There is no indication of what rich diversity or substantial restoration looks like, leaving it open for debate in 2045 as to whether the vision has been realised and the strategy successful. As a result, the vision could be viewed as elusive and impractical, which could be demotivating to those integral to its success.

The vision should be clearer, with less room for interpretation. 

4. Is the draft vision ambitious enough? 

It is difficult to comment on the ambition of the vision due to the vagueness of its aspirations. There needs to be quantifiable targets to measure success, such as percentage improvements, in the same way that the decline of biodiversity has been outlined in the Evidence of Biodiversity Loss
section of the Strategy. 

It is appreciated that the Natural Environment Bill, due in the third year of the parliamentary session, will include statutory nature restoration targets , but the complete absence of them in this Strategy leaves it disconnected from reality and viability and the ‘on the ground’ work that needs to be done. 

The statement that “everyone will understand the benefits from and importance of biodiversity and will play their role in the stewardship of nature in Scotland for future generations” seems unrealistic – how is this possible to measure, and is there a defined age at which members of the population are expected to take responsibility?  This statement is over-ambitious in that it is arguably unattainable. 

5. Do you have any suggestions for a short strategic vision which would form the title for the strategy? 
By 2045, work across Scotland’s landscapes and marine environments to improve biodiversity in targeted areas will cumulatively and equally contribute to the improvement of our overall ecosystem, connectivity, resilience and business performance. 
Scotland’s Rural Environment – Farmland, Woodlands and Forestry, Soils and Uplands
1. Do the 2045 outcome statements adequately capture the change we need to see? 
As a broad objectives, yes, they capture the changes needed. 
2. Are the 2030 milestones ambitious enough? Are we missing any key elements? 
A change in, or evolution of, some farmland practices certainly has a role to play in improving Scotland’s biodiversity and meeting environmental targets.  As such, the milestone of “a reformed agricultural subsidy scheme” needs to be front and centre of the Biodiversity Strategy in relation to Scotland’s rural practices, as farmers and crofters are not able to plan or invest in changes without clear agricultural policy and support. It should also be referred to as a ‘support’ scheme as subsidy implies...	Comment by Lucy Ozanne: Martin, could you remind me of the point you wanted made here about support vs subsidy? The quote in the previous sentence is taken directly from the Strategy, where it refers to 'subsidy'
There is more detail needed to support desired outcome objectives such as,
“farmland practices which demonstrate an increased uptake of high diversity, nature-rich, high soil carbon, low intensity farming methods while sustaining high quality food production”
 – no example of farming practices which deliver on each of these objectives is provided. It is a concern that the resulting outcomes will not be balanced, with some being delivered to the detriment of others, for example, low intensity farming being achieved through reducing production volumes and, consequently, leading to the collapse of the critical mass of livestock needed to sustain the supply chain. and a cause for concern. Primary producers are increasingly required to change their production practices but remain under financial pressure to sustain yields and output. 
During a time when food security has not been as critical an issue for decades, it is essential that national food production is at the top of the agenda, whilst improving biodiversity. The Scottish livestock sector makes a vital contribution to the UK’s overall levels of self-sufficiency in red meat – the recently published Red Meat Industry Profile demonstrates that Scotland is totally self-sufficient in beef and lamb, and is around 90% self-sufficient for pork at farm level, making the nation a vital supplier to consumers in the rest of the UK. This is important amid concerns about food security triggered by recent world events, as well as fulfilling the more immediate market demand created by the ‘conscious consumer’. [endnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.qmscotland.co.uk/sites/default/files/qms_red_meat_industry_profile_2022_wr.pdf ] 

It is not a viable option to substitute Scotland’s red meat production for imports, particularly if this means products from countries with lower environmental standards – currently 69% of the UK’s food imports originates from countries with worse environmental impact scores to those of the UK.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.savills.co.uk/blog/article/330331/rural-property/why-the-rising-cost-of-living-risks-lower-standards-of-offshored-food-production.aspx?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=social&utm_content=REP%7CRural%7CResearch%7CBlog+Post&utm_campaign=Agri-Food+Sustainablity+Spotlight&utm_term=100003252457602 ] 

Any reduction in Scotland’s own food production must be seen in the context of the subsequent environmental concessions that would be made at a global level, and the impact that importing food would be having as part of the global environmental picture. There needs to be a commitment not to offshore Scotland’s environmental issues.  

3. What are the key drivers of biodiversity loss in this outcome area? 
The Strategy states that “the way rural land is managed is one of the most important drivers of biodiversity loss in Scotland”. It is therefore imperative that any proposals to change management practices are pre-proven to improve biodiversity and not hinder it further, as has been seen with the draining of peat bogs to facilitate tree planting and the blanket planting of trees with too high a stocking density.  
The planting of trees does not, in itself, improve ecosystems and the health of the land and afforestation must not be measured simply on area-based targets. As the James Hutton Institute has highlighted, “the nature of afforestation undertaken and its geographical distribution means there is considerable uncertainty over the eventual emission reductions outcomes. To make an effective contribution to reducing greenhouse gas emissions account also has to be taken of the effects of planting on the amount of carbon that is stored in soil.”.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/16125/html/ ] 

The James Hutton Institute outlines work by Matthews et al. (2020) that shows the potential changes in ecosystem carbon storage following woodland creation. This research illustrates how conversion from semi-natural land to woodland can often result in net carbon loss for the first 20 years and that it may be at least 80 years before woodlands provide a carbon benefit, indicating that in some situations tree planting may not increase carbon storage within adequate timescales. Prioritising tree planting for climate mitigation should only be done in locations where increased carbon sequestration is likely to be achieved, taking into account soil types and using silvicultural and land management methods.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/16125/html/ ] 

As stated above, effective rural land management is key in not exacerbating biodiversity loss. It would be useful if the Biodiversity Strategy could outline where the responsibility to ensure ecosystems are productively enhanced through activities such as tree planting and species reintroduction lies – with the farmer, or elsewhere? Clarity is needed on where the implementation and coordination of Strategy elements would lie. 
A repeated change in approach between administrations results in significant upheaval before any positive impact has been made and rewards reaped. Similarly, having to reverse initiatives and start again due to inadequately researched methods must be avoided.

4. What are the key opportunities for this outcome area? 
In our 2021 Net Zero and Nature Restoration position paper, we stated that farming does not compete with ecology, farming is ecology[endnoteRef:6]. We have a strong and unique starting point in producing the most environmentally friendly red meat in the world, with over two-thirds of our land mass boasting a natural propensity to grow grass, yet unfit for cropping, and plentiful rainfall. Ruminants such as cattle and sheep are the only species able to transform marginal grasslands, with few alternative uses, into food for the population; their manure enriches the soils for crops while grazing creates carbon sinks, enhances biodiversity, and maintains landscapes, all of which contribute to a healthier environment.  [6:  scottish_red_meat_resilience_group_brochure_v5.pdf (qmscotland.co.uk)] 


Healthy soils developed by mixed farming systems are abundant in nutrients, organic matter and invertebrate life which promote thousands of vital farmland species. As recognised by the Sustainable Food Trust in its report ‘Feeding Britain from the Ground Up’ (June 2022)[endnoteRef:7] appropriately managed livestock can deliver multiple benefits in sustainable farming systems. These include the capacity to convert forage into nutrient-dense food during the fertility-building phase of crop rotations and on land unsuitable for cropping, as well as supporting biodiversity through appropriate grazing practices. This approach to livestock production also lends itself to the delivery of high standards of animal welfare, a key aim of sustainable farming systems.  [7:  https://www.tabledebates.org/research-library/feeding-britain-ground ] 


This report establishes three principles in its modelling: the farm as an ecosystem; a circular economy and; health and wellbeing. The modelling concludes that:
· Total land area used for agriculture would decline from today’s figure of 72% to 62%
· Mixed farming rotations would be reintroduced to land currently dedicated only to arable production
· The area of permanent pasture or grazing would decrease 31%, but the area used temporarily as grassland as part of rotations would increase 219% 
· Woodland cover would increase by 28%
· Beef and lamb production would stay at approximately today’s levels	Comment by Lucy Ozanne: Is this positive enough?
· Food production in the UK could meet 156% of our protein requirements, 67% of fat requirements and 104% of carbohydrate requirements.

Whilst taking into account that the above is subject to the topography of a given area and will not necessarily be appropriate for all farm systems, it shows that there is a huge opportunity to increase both our food security and biodiversity simultaneously, the two not being mutually exclusive. At a time when food security has not been such a priority since World War II, this must be taken into account. 
As the Scottish Government’s Short Life Food Security and Supply Taskforce stated in its June 2022 report, 
“Food security will become a growing global theme over the next decade… in the context of global population growth and a climate emergency, strengthening overall food security and supply chain resilience should become a priority for nations.”
The report goes on to recommend that policy and legislation affecting food production and practice should be explored in the context of future food security work, and notes Scottish Government’s previous commitment to support farmers and crofters to produce more of our food, more sustainably.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.gov.scot/publications/short-life-food-security-and-supply-taskforce-report/pages/food-security/ ] 

There is also the opportunity for a shift in government policy drive to enable farmers and crofters to improve their soil health and soil management (while receiving improved and increased support), along with their wider biodiversity knowledge. This would simultaneously help provide opportunities for the next generation in terms of knowledge and skills transfer as well as facilitating a Land Sharing regime, rather than keeping agriculture and wilderness separate.	Comment by Lucy Ozanne: Is this what we meant by 'improving education'?

Finally, there is possibly an opportunity to improve carbon sequestration through carbon credits, the latter which has been of growing relevance to the agricultural and crofting sectors in recent years, although approached with caution. The Law Society of Scotland illustrates that the “system of carbon credits in the UK is based on voluntary codes and guidance, such as the Woodland Carbon Code and Peatland Code… there would be merit in considering establishing an express legal regime for measuring and trading carbon units to ensure certainty and clarity in the regime and support the opportunities for carbon sequestration to be fully realised.”.[endnoteRef:9] [9: https://www.lawscot.org.uk/media/371890/21-11-17-rur-consultation-agricultural-transition.pdf  ] 


5. What are the key challenges for this outcome area?
The agricultural sector is the backbone of rural communities in both economic and societal terms. It is critical that, in achieving biodiversity targets, vulnerable rural communities are protected and no part of the sector is left behind, in line with the Scottish Government’s Just Transition principles.[endnoteRef:10]  [10:  https://www.gov.scot/policies/climate-change/just-transition/#:~:text=The%20Climate%20Change%20Act%202019,do%2C%20and%20who%20they%20are. ] 

Nearly 80% of the agricultural area of Scotland was grass and grazing land in June 2021, while 94% of agricultural holdings had an area of grass or grazing land, highlighting why livestock production is vital to Scotland’s rural economy.[endnoteRef:11] However, the current price of land, driven in the main by the Woodland Grant Scheme, means that it is increasingly hard for new entrants to get a foot on the ladder without significant capital. This is having a detrimental impact on rural communities and their future generations, and is in opposition to the principles of a just transition.  [11:  https://www.qmscotland.co.uk/sites/default/files/qms_red_meat_industry_profile_2022_wr.pdf ] 

Soil carbon sequestration has been identified as an option which may help to reduce emissions produced by agriculture, but there are uncertainties and limitations associated with it. The ability to sequester carbon depends on several (largely difficult to measure) factors, including soil type, climate, soil biodiversity, organic and inorganic fertilisers applied, crop and grassland management, grazing management, tillage practice etc. Any carbon sequestration measurements that may be introduced must take into considerations these variables. 
The Centre for Innovation Excellence in Livestock’s (CIEL) Net Zero Carbon & UK Livestock Report (April 2022), states the “urgent need to develop cost-effective, easy to use methods to measure soil carbon, as well as developing carbon calculator models”. The report highlights the strong case for defining the basic features that all carbon calculators should include to provide standards that can be used for rewarding good practice.[endnoteRef:12]   [12:  https://www.cielivestock.co.uk/expertise/net-zero-carbon-uk-livestock/report-april-2022/ ] 


Similarly, a review is needed into how biogenic methane emissions are calculated to give an accurate and standardised Global Warming Potential (GWP) measure for the whole industry and wider stakeholders. Until we have these standardised approaches, we will not be able to accurately measure improvements and progress made. Once these standardised calculators have been established, farmers and crofters must be supported in assessing their baseline measurements. 
When implementing the Biodiversity Strategy, there must be flexibility in approach, with different models and options for different farming systems. Similarly, as noted in the minutes of the Agriculture Reform and Implementations Board’s June minutes, “whatever policy changes are made, future policy must not counteract the good work that many are already doing”. [endnoteRef:13] [13:  Agriculture Reform Implementation Oversight Board minutes: 15 June 2022 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) ] 

The agriculture sector is on the cusp of having to deal with a significant amount of legislative change across policy areas in the near future and must receive high levels of support to be able to do so.
Finally, it is crucial that the critical mass of Scottish livestock is maintained. The loss of natural resource base as a result of large-scale land use change would reduce the capacity of the Scottish livestock sector to provide a critical mass of livestock to maintain the processing infrastructure. Economic multipliers produced by the Scottish Government highlight how valuable meat processing is to the Scottish economy, with Type II multipliers for output, income, employment and gross value added (GVA) all ranked between 3 and 8 out of Scotland’s 98 industrial sectors.[endnoteRef:14] Any reduction in the number of livestock would have significant repercussions across the supply chain, affecting many businesses, employers and rural communities.  [14:  https://www.gov.scot/publications/input-output-latest ] 

*********************************************************************************
Achieving the strategy vision and halting biodiversity loss by 2030 and substantially restoring it by 2045 will depend on progress across all of these outcomes. Critically, due to the complex relationships between ecosystems, land types and marine environments we will need to see progress in all areas – falling short on one outcome will undermine the overall goal.
6. To what extent will these outcomes deliver the Vision? 
We can’t comment on the outcomes of the marine, freshwater, coastal and urban environments but agree that progress needs to be made across all areas and as a holistic ecosystem in order to be successful. 
7. What might be missing? 

It would be useful to have intermittent milestones between 2030 and 2045 in order to take stock and assess the progress made. There needs to be flexibility to change course accordingly, in the event that a given activity is not having the desired impact. These intermittent milestones should take stock of progress made across all the environments’ outcomes in order to uncover any unintended consequences that may be happening in one environment category as a result of activity in another, and not just within each category respectively. 

8. What evidence and information should we use to assess whether we have delivered the Vision?

There needs to be baseline audits for all measurements of biodiversity and climate change, in order to have a clear starting point for each business / region / outcome. In doing this, there needs to be consensus as to how these measurements will be made to ensure accurate monitoring of progress and the avoidance of unintended consequences – for example, the feeding lot system in the production of beef reduces carbon emissions, but also harms biodiversity as the cattle are not used in the stimulation of pastures, leading to less carbon being sequestered in soil. 
The Conditions for Success
1. Have we captured the key enabling factors which are essential in order for our strategy to be successful? 

[bookmark: _Int_kXzlMN4c]Yes, the key enabling factors have been captured. Having a ‘matrix’ structure through which communication can flow between the Strategy’s defined environment outcomes and government policy areas is key to ensure coordination and consistency. It is also crucial to “have evidence supported by up to date information to support the development of delivery policies and assess their effectiveness”. Having a statutory oversight body is necessary to ensure that the strategy is implemented cohesively and coherently, permeating through all areas of society and policy. 
It is important that the delivery mechanisms enable activity rather than prohibit it, as is the case with an abundance of bureaucracy, high costs and options of a restrictive nature.
2. Are there good examples of enabling conditions in other strategies we could learn from? 
n/a 
 
3. Can you set out how you think any of the proposals set out in the consultation might help to eliminate discrimination, advance equality of opportunity and foster good relations? 
In order to foster good relations between stakeholder groups, it’s important that all groups are fully consulted and considered, and any divisions not deepened further. 
It is vital that the language used is accessible across the board and jargon/acronym free. It would also be useful to make information available in different languages. 
There needs to be an open and transparent application process for support, where all businesses are on an even playing field and not unable to qualify due to, for example, a point-based system. This type of system is exclusionary and unfair. 
Application processes need to be easy to understand, easy to apply for and with a quick turnaround to allow applicants to plan accordingly once a decision has been made. 
It would be useful if a pilot scheme could be run to test language and ease of application and to highlight any sticking points prior to launch. 
Connectivity must be considered in all processes – businesses must not be excluded by default due not being able to access, for example, an app-based system.
There must be clear explanation as to what an initiative means at an individual business level, and what the business owner can do in practice. There needs to be a proactive two-way street for both the farmer or crofter and any consultants involved, without all onuses being on the farmer or crofter to interpret, apply and implement an initiative.  
Finally, it should be outlined where the support for the roll-out of the Strategy will come from and where responsibility lies within all initiatives. There needs to be a mechanism in place to allow the Strategy to be reviewed regularly and any necessary changes or redirections made. 
4. Can you provide any evidence which informed your conclusions?  
See footnotes
