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Founded in 1913, we are the world’s oldest ecological society, with over 5,000 members worldwide.
As the voice of the UK’s ecological community, we communicate the value of ecological knowledge
to policymakers and promote evidence-informed solutions.
The UK is a world leader in ecological research. It is vital that in making changes to environmental
policies following the decision to leave the EU, Government draws on this expertise and evidence
base, and that the research community engages with decision-making.
Summary


Leaving the European Union will have significant implications on UK biodiversity, presenting
both risks and opportunities. These implications extend beyond the Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP) including potential changes to a range of important policies and legislation.



Agricultural intensification, supported by the CAP, has had an overall detrimental impact on the
UK’s natural environment, although the benefits of agri-environment schemes (AES) have
improved in recent years.



Developing our own agri-environment support system presents an opportunity to take a
strategic approach to land use planning, integrating agriculture and ecosystem service delivery
under a principle of “public money for public goods”. The Government’s 25-year plans for the
natural environment, and for food and farming, should be strongly integrated.



Design and implementation of AES must be informed by the significant body of scientific
evidence as to their effectiveness, with an embedded programme of monitoring and evaluation.



There is considerable and growing divergence in both AES and broader environmental policies
between the nations of the UK. This must be managed to ensure that each nation’s approach is
consistent with our international obligations.



Managed rewilding offers potential benefits to biodiversity and ecosystem service delivery, but
the scientific evidence for its impact remains uncertain. If rewilding is considered as a policy
option, it is important to develop a critical and rigorous scientific framework for its monitoring
and evaluation, and comprehensive stakeholder engagement.
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What are the implications for UK biodiversity of leaving the EU, in particular the Common
Agricultural Policy?
1. The implications of leaving the EU for the UK’s biodiversity and ecosystem services will depend
on the terms of our future relationship with the EU, the extent to which EU Directives are
retained, mechanisms for the enforcement of environmental legislation and the design of a new
agri-environment support system. There is insufficient information to allow for a comprehensive
assessment; however we refer to available evidence to provide suggestions in a number of key
areas.
2. Many EU Environmental Directives and Regulations have emerged in response to international
commitments such as to the Convention on Biological Diversity. UK Governments must ensure
that environmental standards are upheld – or better, improved – to meet these international
targets.
3. The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) – the focus of this inquiry - has had a profound effect on
the UK’s natural environment. However, other policies and legislation with huge significance for
the protection of biodiversity are at risk from the UK’s decision to leave the EU.
4. In particular, we want to highlight the critical importance for our biodiversity and ecosystem
services of the Birds Directive (2009/147 EC), Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC), Water Framework
Directive (2000/60/EC), Marine Strategy Framework Directive (2008/56/EC), Maritime Spatial
Planning Directive (2014/89/EU), Bathing Waters Directive (2006/7/EC), Invasive Alien Species
Regulation (EU/1143/2014) and Environmental Impact Assessment Directive (2014/52/EU). The
UK also benefits from a variety of EU funding programmes which support environmental delivery
beyond the CAP (including LIFE+, Interred, Leader and ERDF).
5. While leaving the EU presents a number of risks to established environmental legislation, it also
offers the opportunity to improve existing policies such as CAP, by adapting them to meet the
environmental, societal and economic needs of the UK.
6. Agricultural intensification, supported for the last 40 years by the CAP, has had an overall
detrimental impact on UK environment biodiversity, well documented in the scientific
literature1,2,3,4,5,6. The UK landscape has lost most of its semi-natural habitat through practices
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such as the removal of hedgerows or drainage of species rich grasslands7. Habitat fragmentation,
applications of increasing amounts of pesticides and fertilisers (although the latter has
decreased in recent years), and the conversion of marginal land into production, have all been
contributing factors to the decline in biodiversity1,4,8,9.
7. While these impacts have been driven by agricultural subsidies incentivising production, the
biodiversity benefits from agri-environment schemes (AES) have improved in recent CAP
reforms8,10,11. AES are now a major source of funding for the management of many of the UK’s
protected areas. Recent iterations of the CAP and AES have, however, not been ambitious
enough to reverse the damage caused by earlier policies7,11.
8. Even after the UK leaves the EU the CAP will still have implications for UK agriculture. The loss of
the UK’s contribution to CAP, and voice to ensure strong environmental standards may see a
weakening of CAP agri-environment measures. This could have indirect consequences, for
example a consequent weakening of our agri-environment measures in order to remain
competitive with the rest of Europe12.
To what extent do initiatives to support biodiversity in the UK depend on CAP-related payments?
Agricultural land and the wider environment
9. The 2014-2020 CAP maintains two pillars. Pillar I is the direct support component, comprising a
system of multi-purpose payments, with seven components including a basic payment per
hectare, a new ‘greening’ component (generally perceived as ineffective) and provisions on
cross-compliance standards13. Rural development, including agri-environment schemes (AES), is
the ‘second pillar of the CAP’. Pillar II, under the European Agricultural Fund for Rural
Development (EAFRD), is intended to develop a regionally and environmentally balanced
agricultural system, resilient in the context of climate change, and competitive and innovative14.
10. Over half of the European landscape is under agricultural management; CAP related AES
represent the highest conservation expenditure in the EU, supporting conservation in semi-
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natural protected areas as well as agricultural land15. In the UK, expenditure through AES
accounted for the majority of the approximately £450m the government spent in 2014-15 on
biodiversity conservation16. In England, expenditure on AES in the period 2007-2013 constituted
€375 million per year, whereas Natural England’s annual budget was only equivalent to around
€250 million for the year 2013-201411.
11. In 2014, the total area of land in the UK in entry-level AES was just over 7.2 million hectares,
whilst the area in higher-level or targeted AES was just over 3.1 million hectares16.
12. On balance, AES have been found to be beneficial to biodiversity, although the evidence for the
effectiveness of individual schemes varies considerably17. There is little evidence that
alternative approaches to involving farmers, such as unpaid voluntary management, are
effective18 although that may be partially due to lack of monitoring19. Industry-led initiatives
promoting wildlife-friendly farming generally operate by coordinating and shaping the content
of AES agreements20.
Protected Areas
13. Land management agreements under the CAP, with their associated capital grants, are a major
source of funding for the management of protected areas (such as A/SSSIs, SACs and SPAs) and
protected landscapes (National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty) across the UK.
In England, “estimates suggest that, within protected landscapes alone, £95.5m of agrienvironment funds per year are required to maintain landscape quality alongside other scheme
outcomes”21. Protected landscape management requires a sustained level of finance in order to
enable the scale of restorative environmental change required at a landscape scale22.
Additional funding beyond the CAP
14. Initiatives to support biodiversity in the UK are supported by other EU funding mechanisms
beyond the CAP. LIFE23 funding has enabled collaborative conservation projects at a scale
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otherwise unaffordable. 235 projects have received LIFE funding in the UK from 1992-201424.
These projects represent a total investment of €967 million, of which €241.5 million has been
contributed by the European Union.
15. There is also the risk of a decline in biodiversity and natural environment related research due
to the loss of EU funding. For example, of the 235 LIFE funded projects, 8 were research
projects with budgets ranging from nearly £1 million to over £7 million pounds25. The risks to UK
science from leaving the EU, including access to research funding, are well documented26.
What risks and opportunities could developing our own agri-environment policy and funding
present?
Opportunities
Developing an integrated approach to environment and agriculture
16. UK Governments have the opportunity to develop farming and environment policies that are:
more likely to meet international environmental commitments; truly integrated; adapted to the
UK’s natural environments and environmental change; underpinned by a flexible and innovative
A; able to and deliver better value to the public.
17. A new UK agricultural funding mechanism can shift the balance from income support towards
payment for ecosystem services, for example biodiversity, carbon sequestration, flood
management and water purification, based on the principle of “public money for public goods”.
18. AES focused on ecosystem services should be aligned with existing national environmental
commitments, such as the aims of the Natural Environment White Paper27 and the
recommendations of the Natural Capital Committee28. In England, the proposed 25-year plans
for the natural environment, and for food and farming should be integrated.
19. At a regional level, strategic land use planning, integrating agriculture and ecosystem service
delivery at the catchment, or other appropriate scale, should be adopted. Regional and local
differentiation, for example greater intensification, or land sparing for ecosystem service
delivery, should be considered within this strategic framework, supported by stakeholder and
public consultation.
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Adapting agri-environment measures to UK, national and local needs
20. Reducing administrative burdens for landowners and payment agencies in comparison to the
CAP can help ensure that more money is spent directly on biodiversity conservation, and wider
environmental enhancements. A proportionate approach to the control and verification of
agri-environmental payments can be adopted, as well as a reduction in excessively
burdensome conditions that currently constrain AES design and limit uptake29.
21. Lessons learnt from the considerable amount of research30,31,32,33 into how best to deliver
national agri-environment measures could be effectively put into practice: including providing
more flexibility, both in the design of an agri-environment system that meets local and regional
environmental needs and priorities, and being less prescriptive in how land management
measures are carried out to meet scheme objectives.
22. Design and implementation of new agri-environment measures should draw upon the wealth of
knowledge held by UK land managers, Government agencies, NGOs and scientists to develop
schemes informed by the best available evidence. Improving the availability and accessibility of
advisory services for land managers is essential to manage the transition to a new system.
Risks
Withdrawal of subsidies post 2020 leading to a loss of farm businesses, land abandonment and land
use change
23. Whilst we welcome the Government’s commitment to maintain current levels of agricultural
support until 2020, competing spending priorities risk future reductions in agricultural, or
specifically agri-environment support.
24. A major withdrawal of subsidies from the agricultural system could prompt significant changes
to the agricultural landscape as land managers adapt to maintain viable farming businesses.
This could include some agricultural areas intensifying activities with a loss of semi-natural
habitats; leading to a homogenisation of habitats through the simplification of farming systems
including fewer, larger farms with block cropping systems. There is also a risk of land
abandonment, particularly in upland areas, should farms become financially uncompetitive,
29
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with an accelerated loss of smaller family farms and a consequent loss of local biodiversity, and
knowledge relating to local environments34.
Reduced agri-environment obligations and lack of enforcement
25. In the context of increased pressure on the competitiveness of UK agriculture, there is a risk
that Government could choose to move towards income support payments for farmers, and
away from agri-environment measures, for example through reduced cross-compliance
requirements on income support payments, and a ‘dumbing-down’ of remaining AES to reduce
costs of delivery without ensuring effectiveness.
26. Consequently, there could be a severe reduction in the amount of land management work
carried out in the interest of restoring, protecting or enhancing biodiversity and ecosystem
services. The Campaign for the Farmed Environment’s performance against its original targets
showed the limitations of a purely voluntary approach to environmental land management18
27. Enforcement of environmental standards may become weaker due to the loss of sanctions
currently provided by cross-compliance conditions attached to agri-environment support
systems under the CAP. Continued reductions in the budgets of Government agencies may limit
their capacity to advise on, support, implement and enforce new schemes.
Lack of co-ordination and increasing regional variation
28. Without a strategic approach to land use planning, guaranteed long term funding, and coordination by and between each of the UK governments, a “postcode lottery” of funding, and
confusion and conflict at a local level, could arise.
How should future support for UK agriculture be structured in order to ensure there are incentives
for environmentally-friendly land management? What are the positives/negatives of current
schemes (e.g. Countryside Stewardship) that should be retained/avoided?
29. Financial support mechanisms based on delivery of ecosystem services, including biodiversity
conservation can encourage land managers to cooperate to achieve the thresholds and patterns
of change required to deliver desired outcomes that cannot be achieved at the farm scale.31,35
30. AES need to be evidence-informed with continued monitoring, research and development to
find ways of making schemes more effective. Monitoring and evaluation at agreement and
scheme level, including collection of baseline data, as well as field studies of interventions are
34

Gaskell, P. (2010) Economic and environmental impacts of changes in support measures for the English uplands: an in-depth forward look
from the farmer’s perspective. Report to Defra by the Countryside and Community Research Institute and the Food and Environment
Research Agency.
35
Reed, M.S, Moxey, A., Prager, K., Hanley, N., Skates, J., Bonn, A., Evans ,C.D., Glenk, K., and Thomson, K,. (2014) Improving the link
between payments and the provision of ecosystem services in agri-environment schemes. Ecosystem Services, 9, pp44–53

7

required to continuously improve delivery36. The level of investment in monitoring and
evaluation (currently <1% of agri-environment scheme value) should be increased to ensure
good value for money from any new scheme.
31. Adopting a purely prescriptive approach to environmental land management restricts the range
of outcomes that can be successfully achieved, especially in a changing environment.
Environmental land management schemes that are focused and targeted on specific
environmental outcomes, and providing payments by results, are usually more effective than
those with very general objectives. Better targeting of outcomes suitable to the farm / estate
and the landscape it lies within is essential, but with the ability to retain adaptive and flexible
land management.30,31,36
32. Land managers need to be involved in the design and take up of agri-environment agreements
to ensure buy-in to the intended environmental outcomes, with flexibility to determine how to
meet objectives. Face-to-face after care, and practical and technical advice from familiar
advisors trusted by farmers, is effective in supporting delivery of environmental outcomes30.
33. Excessive uniformity of land management can have adverse environmental consequences since
many species require heterogeneous habitats30 or because the same management can have
different effects in different contexts. This applies to uniformity engendered by active
management or by land abandonment.
34. If a basic payment scheme is maintained, all agri-environment support should be linked to and
used for delivering over and above statutory cross-compliance with enhanced environmental
standards.31 Baselines should be achieved through effective and enforceable regulation, with
the land manager culpable for any breaches. Penalties for unavoidable breaches should be
removed to avoid discouraging land managers from seeking expert advice when not meeting
agreed outcomes. A basic level environmental monitoring for cross-compliance purposes will
need to be maintained alongside monitoring of more focused AES.
35. Higher levels of payment could be linked to more demanding and more bespoke and targeted
management requirements or those providing greatest ecosystem services. These could focus
on key habitats, landscapes and biodiversity concentrations.
36. Currently, AES agreements run for up to 10 years, with 5 year break clauses. A new AES should
have the flexibility of making longer-term (and at times shorter-term) commitments, to better
reflect the length of time environmental outcomes can take. This will both give confidence to
farmers to make long-term investments, and provide better value to the public by securing
long-term outcomes. In some instances, it may be cost-effective to secure outcomes through
land purchase.
36

Kleijn, D., Sutherland, W. (2003) How effective are European agri-environment schemes in conserving and promoting biodiversity?
Journal of Applied Ecology 40, 947–969

8

37. In summary, we recommend a revised AES has the following features:
i.
A strong focus on delivering enhanced biodiversity and ecosystem services and
paying by results, thereby securing public goods for public money.
ii.
Incentives to encourage land-owner cooperation to deliver landscape scale changes.
iii.
Greater flexibility: longer/ shorter term grants with funding levels set according to
environmental benefit; a stronger focus on the desired outcomes, giving land
managers more freedom to determine how they are achieved; the potential of land
purchase.
iv.
More scheme after-care to provide on-going support for farmers and land managers
throughout their agreement.
v.
Better monitoring and evaluation to ensure effective delivery and value for money.
How should future UK agri-environment support be administered, and what outcomes should it
focus on?
38. It is important that future AESarrangements are simple and cost-effective to administer,
thereby encouraging participation while maximising the funding available for environmental
outcomes. Given the value of agri-environment support, and the need to ensure good use of
public funds, government agency oversight and ultimate responsibility for the scheme may
remain appropriate. However, a general payment-by results scheme could have flexible
arrangements, such as National Parks or consortia of landowners and NGOs bidding to deliver
all or some of the desired environmental outcomes for a region or local area.
39. Outcomes should be focussed on biodiversity and ecosystem services, including sustainable
food production, water quality, pest regulation, soil fertility and measures to mitigate or adapt
to climate change rather than focusing on prescribed management measures. The land
managers can decide, with advisory support, how best to manage their land to meet the agreed
outcomes, and be paid for those outcomes.
What are the prospects and challenges for future environmental stewardship schemes in the
devolved administrations? How much divergence in policy between the nations of the United
Kingdom is likely? How can divergence be managed?
40. There is considerable and growing divergence in both AES and broader environmental policies
between the nations of the UK, such as the Environment (Wales) Act37 and the Scottish Land
Use Strategy38, and this trend is likely to continue. This divergence reflects to some extent the
different environmental conditions within the four nations, but also the variation in political
structures and priorities, and co-ordination of the countryside agencies within them.
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41. Divergence must be managed to ensure that each nation’s approach is consistent with the UK’s
international obligations (such as the Convention on Biological Diversity), and adapted to
environmental change; a common reporting framework would facilitate this. Maintaining
resource levels for agri-environment land management, both in terms of financial support and
relevant technical personnel, in the face of diverse political priorities will be a key challenge.
42. The JNCC, and other UK-wide agencies such as Forest Research, will have an important role to
play in facilitating communication and sharing of best practice between the nations of the UK,
and in providing co-ordinated advice. Country agencies should collaborate where possible to
develop a shared UK-wide vision for the natural environment, with local adaptability.
What are the future risks and opportunities to innovative land practices, such as managed
rewilding? What role can rewilding play in conservation and restoration of habitats and wildlife?
What evidence is there to support the incentivising of such schemes in any new land management
policies?
43. Rewilding presents an optimistic, ambitious agenda for conservation that has captured the
imagination of some ecologists, conservation practitioners and the public, with substantial
support from popular champions39,40
44. Rewilding is a contested term41 that has been applied to a range of visions and land
management practices that share a common aim of reducing human intervention so natural
environmental processes have greater scope to shape landscapes on a large scale over a longer
period of time. This can include: reintroduction of keystone species, working at large scale and
reducing management to allow ecological succession42,43. Managed rewilding should not be
equated to simple land abandonment.
45. While scientific research on rewilding is growing, there are currently few empirical studies. The
suggested biodiversity and ecosystem service benefits of rewilding are largely unproven, with
uncertainty over species translocations, the complexities of interactions between species and
the likely character of rewilded ecosystems44. Further research, including managed experiments
is essential.
46. The potential benefits of rewilding include; enhanced delivery of ecosystem services, for
example natural flood management and carbon sequestration, economic benefits from new
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tourism and recreation opportunities, and greater cost-effectiveness of conservation
measures45.
47. Risks of rewilding include the reduction or loss of species associated with managed land, spread
of invasive species currently kept in check by management, increased predator risk to livestock,
threats to valued cultural landscapes produced through human intervention, and conservation
conflicts.
48. If rewilding is to be considered as a policy option, it is important to develop a critical and
rigorous scientific framework for its monitoring and evaluation, in line with previous
recommendations46.
49. Rewilding is not an appropriate conservation strategy everywhere and its potential in the UK
may be limited as it requires a large scale approach only suited to less productive areas.
Nevertheless rewilding could provide a more cost effective approach to large areas currently
under intensive conservation management, and to the delivery of vital ecosystem services49.
50. Managed rewilding will require human intervention, especially in the initial phases, with
associated costs, including comprehensive and early stakeholder and public engagement,
especially where species reintroductions are proposed.
51. Funding incentives could be provided under a future AES for initial start-up capital investments,
ongoing maintenance costs, and compensation for reduced production or third party disbenefits, for example livestock predation. It is important that funding is available over
appropriate time frames, so that decisions are taken by landowners on sound long-term
management criteria.
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