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opportunity to thinkcarefullyabout
whatwewanttoseeruralareasdeliv-
er,anddesignpolicytoachievethose
ends. It is here that Scottish Land&
Estates wants to make the positive
and progressive case for a reformed
ruralpolicythatreflectsmodernand
relevant landownership and man-
agement.
Whilewebelievethattherewillbea
continuedneedforpublicinvestment
in land-based businesses and rural
areas,wealsobelievethatdefending
thestatusquo isnotanoption.
Land management currently
receives large amounts of public
money. At a time of increased pres-
sure on public budgets and pub-
lic services, it strikes us that land
managerswillneed tocomeupwith
the strongest possible arguments

AndrewMidgley looks at
the challenges facing rural

policy in the future

If land users
want public

cash after
Brexit, they

need to show
a good case

for getting it

in order to justify ongoing public
investment. Land managers will
have to more clearly demonstrate
what public investment in farming
and land management delivers to
societyasawhole.
Clearly there is a critical national
interestinmaintainingaviablefarm-
ingindustryandourfoodproduction
capacity, and this does represent an
important argument for continued
support to some degree. But farm-
ers should be able tomake a return
throughthemarketratherthanbeing
dependentonpublicsupport.
Scottish Land& Estates therefore
believes that the strongest justifica-
tion for ongoing support revolves
around thewider suite of goods and
services that land managers deliv-
er to society. We are supportive of

Clearly there are some critically
important and immediate challeng-
es. European legislation and policy
extendsintoeveryfibreofruralScot-
land and disentangling ourselves
from that bureaucracy will repre-
sentamammothtask.Therearealso
questions around the continuity of
public financial support for rural
businesses.Manyfarmingbusiness-
es are currently reliant on direct
farm support fromEurope in order
toremaininbusinessandanyradical
changes to that support will almost
certainly present many with finan-
cialdifficulties.
But therearealsosomeopportuni-
ties. Themost important is that we
shouldbeable todesign ruralpolicy
inawaythatisspecificallytailoredto
ourneeds.Brexitshouldallowusthe

T he European Union has
played a pivotal role in
ruralScotlandoverthelast

40years, so it ishard tooverstate the
importance of the decision to leave
the EU. Today we stand at a cross-
roads in terms of rural policy; it is a
moment that will shape rural areas
fordecades tocome.
Whatever happens—whether we
leave the EU, become a completely
independent country or become an
independent countrywithin the EU
— there is a need for a much more
strategic vision and public debate
about where Scottish rural poli-
cy should be heading. This debate
cannotwait until we have clarity on
Brexitnegotiationsorindependence.
Collectively we need to be thinking
about the futureof ruralpolicynow.

Farmers working
together can be a
force for good soil,
water and wildlife

0Clustersof farmersworkingtogethercandomore than individuals inhelping

ingEULIFE+funding.Thereisalsoa
farmerclustercenteredontheGWCT
demonstration farm at Loddington
inLeicestershire, andanother in the
Howe of Cromar in Aberdeenshire,
where the Trust’s hill-edge demon-
stration farm at Auchnerran is sit-
uated. It sounds a lot like common

lifeheorshewouldliketoseeontheir
farm and there are a number of dif-
ferentanswers,buttherewillalsobe
several in common–greypartridge,
waders, song birds, bees and other
pollinators.Thefarmercluster,once
formed, needs to recognise that it is
an entity with a purpose, with aims
andobjectives, targets,andthecapa-
bility toreportandrecordprogress.
GWCT has set up a number of
farmer clusters specifically around
its Partridge Count Scheme andwe
arehopingtoestablishmoreinScot-
land under the auspices of the PAR-
TRIDGEProject.
This project is supported by the
European Union Interreg fund and
will use two demonstration sites in
eachof five countries in thenorth of
Europe (Scotland, England, Neth-
erlands, Belgium and Germany) to
showpractitionersthekindofmeas-
ures grey partridgeneed to flourish,
andtotry topersuadepolicymakers
of how support mechanisms avail-
able to landmanagers to help them
farmthelandscapemoresympathet-
ically, canbe improved.
In the south of England, farmer

clusters have formed the bedrock of
a number of other GWCT research
projects, including Waders for
Real, where local farmers respond-
ed voluntarily to concerns about
the conservation status of breeding
waders, forming the Avon Valley
BreedingWader Project, and secur-

DrDaveParish showshow
conservationcangive real
benefits for the landscape

they live andworkon

T he amount that farm-
ers do for Scotland’s rural
environment is often

underestimatedortakenforgranted.
Moreover, it is understandable that
one individual can only do somuch
on their own farm and, where that
unit is not of significant size, it may
notbeonascale to feel that a signifi-
cant or worthwhile contribution is
beingmade.
What benefit is there in making
every effort to promote conserva-
tion and sacrifice good, productive
groundwhen one’s neighbours are
squeezingthesoiloverthemarchfor
everyounceofproductivecapacity?
GWCT knows the good work that
farmers do and has clear evidence
of the results – for example, our Big
FarmlandBirdCountinScotland,the
results ofwhichhave just beenpub-
lished, recorded 74different species
and featured 16 Red List species
overall, with 11 in the top 50 – house
sparrow(listed13),treesparrow(16),
starling(17),yellowhammer(18)song
thrush (21), fieldfare (30), grey par-
tridge (31), herring gull (32), mistle
thrush (35), skylark (40) and grey
wagtail (44).This typeof citizen/sec-
tor science is crucial to our broader
understandingofwhat ishappening
out in thefield.
Butwhen it comes to action,when
farms work together they can be
far more effective in what they can
deliver–andthatiswherethefarmer
clusterconceptcomes intoplay.The

idea,developedbytheGame&Wild-
life Conservation Trust, in partner-
shipwithotherbodies,helpsfarmers
workmore cohesively and success-
fullyintheirlocalityintheknowledge
thattogethertheycandelivergreater
benefitsforsoil,waterandwildlifeat
a landscapescale.
It is a bottom-up process and usu-
ally farmer-led. They devise their
own conservation plans, oftenwith
advisors who they know and trust,
and use that extensive knowledge
as a start point. There are prescrip-
tions available to support their
work through theagri-environment
schemes, although regrettably the
EnvironmentalCo-operationAction
Fund, part of the SRDP, did not live
up to expectations. Across the UK,
however, several farmer clusters
have been set up with no external
fundingwhatsoever.
The development of a farmer clus-
tercanoftenbebestdrivenbyathird
party andGWCThas done this on a
number of occasions, as have oth-
er advisory organisations. That
approach needs to be sensitive and
aspirational.Askafarmerwhatwild-
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