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option of moving 15% of funding from Pillar 1 to Pillar 2. Pillar 2 is implemented 
through the Rural Development Plan for England (RDPE): for the next six years it will pay 
for all the environmental grants familiar to conservationists, covering the successors to 
Environmental Stewardship, Woodland Grant Scheme, Catchment Sensitive Farming, 
LEADER, and other measures such as farm competitiveness. The importance of Pillar 2 
for protecting and enhancing England’s wildlife cannot be underestimated.

Direct subsidy - public money for what?
Back to Pillar 1. From an environmental perspective, direct payments to farmers have 
long been criticised for delivering minimal benefit for a huge amount of public money. 
However, the farming sector has evolved to be heavily dependent on these payments, 
to the point where they make up a significant proportion of the average farm income. 
Any attempt to attach stronger environmental conditions to Pillar 1, or to transfer 
this funding to Pillar 2, is met with strong opposition from the farming unions. This is 
the case even when an environmental measure may even be cost-saving, in the short 
or longer term: and under the current political administration, regulation is a dirty 
word, and environmental benefits have little political purchase. It is difficult to argue 
common sense, let alone public value for money, in these circumstances.

One example is hedgerows. Under the current Good Agricultural and 
Environmental Conditions (GAEC) regulation 15 of the Single Farm Payment, 
hedges must not be cut or trimmed between 1 March and 31 July each year. 
The proposals for the new GAEC in 2014-20 extend this by a month to the end 
of August, in response to a change in wording in the European regulation. Yet 
this could be extended still further at significant benefit to wildlife and no cost 
to farmers. Up to 2014, farmers could be paid through Entry Level Stewardship 
to leave hedgerows or parts of hedgerows uncut for longer periods. Although 
this has made a significant difference to the wildlife quality of hedges in many 
parts of England, it would be entirely reasonable to query whether this measure 
is a good use of public money.

Perhaps in response to these criticisms, Europe has specified that from 2015-20, in 
addition to cross-compliance, 30% of direct payments should be ‘greened’ – that is, 
they should only be awarded in return for delivery of basic environmental measures: 
they are crop diversification, the maintenance of permanent grassland and the need 
to establish Ecological Focus Areas (EFA) on 5 per cent of arable land. There is 
no doubt that Europe’s measures are incredibly general, designed to be applicable 
to all member states; but they give each State the option to develop something 
positive for the environment in return for these huge payments. Disappointingly, 
and despite intensive lobbying from the environmental sector, our government has 
turned down the option of a more comprehensive approach to greening through 
a ‘National Certification Scheme’, and the details of England’s new basic greening 
measures are yet to be agreed.

So, there may yet be some small potential for direct farming payments to be a little 
greener than last time, for the next seven year cycle, but the gains are likely to be 
relatively small.

Agricultural reform in 
England – Towards a 
greener farm policy?
The current round of farm policy negotiations will shape the next seven years. Why is positive 
change in this crucial area so agonisingly slow? This article looks at the context for greening 
agricultural reform measures and considers what progress we should be looking for. 
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A significant proportion of England’s remaining wildlife depends on farmers and the 
way they manage their land. And despite all of the conservation sector’s efforts, we 
are still losing habitats and species through unsympathetic land management. That 
is driven by national and European policy.

The giant beast of the CAP
The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is so opaque and lost in jargon that many 
conservationists, let alone farmers, don’t understand it. Whatever market support 
and lofty ambitions the original CAP was based on when it began in 1962, a lot of 
taxpayer’s money flows to farmers as subsidy. The CAP represents over 40% of the 
entire annual budget of the European Union. 

Effectively CAP payments to farmers, through individual member states, are of two 
kinds. The first, ‘Pillar 1’ or the Single Farm Payment, makes up the bulk of the subsidy 
to farmers – well over 80% of the total. In 2005 Pillar 1 subsidy was ‘decoupled’ 
from production expectations and linked instead to a series of regulatory conditions 
(‘cross-compliance’, including ‘good agricultural and environmental condition’, 
food safety and welfare standards). 

‘Pillar 2’ was introduced in 2000 as the CAP’s Rural Development Policy, intended to 
support environmental, social and economic benefits delivered by farming. Funding for 
this combines an allocation from Europe plus an optional contribution from the member 
state itself through the ability to shift funds from Pillar 1 to Pillar 2. This is called modulation.

The next period of the CAP runs from 2014 to 2020, with significant delays in 
decision-making and implementation of the new regulations. As ever, once Europe 
has agreed its central policy, each member state, and devolved country within the 
UK, has to translate the policy into its own implementation plan.

Putting some figures on all this jargon helps to focus the mind. For 2014-20, England 
has been allocated £13.84bn for Pillar 1 of the Cap and £1.2bn for Pillar 2, with the 
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As a conservationist committed to exploring the full meaning of ‘ecosystem 
services’, I am surprised at how little discussion there is of food as an ecosystem 
service. Food is perhaps the ultimate ecosystem service in its own right. In addition, 
modern agriculture, for all its artificial inputs and industrialisation, still relies on 
environmental conditions for its success, and farming methods often determine the 
level of ecosystem services that may be possible. The recent stories of flooding, soil 
erosion and loss of pollinators have demonstrated how intensive agriculture can 
have a detrimental impact on the environment, to the point where the ecosystem 
services delivered or made possible through farming are eroded and the taxpayer is 
adversely affected. It’s a two-way relationship: the farmer needs the environment, 
and the environment needs the farmer. And the taxpayer and local communities 
need them both.

Curiously, you will hear very little about this relationship from farming organisations. 
At a talk I attended recently by a local NFU rep, the environment got scant mention, 
but food security and increasing productivity got a lot of airplay, and ‘sustainable 
intensification’ was defined (without a hint of irony) with no reference to the 
environment. The tragedy of the badger cull wasn’t mentioned, and the speaker 
was proud of lobbying against a European ban on neonicotinoids. The audience 
left the talk no more informed or empowered about the role that farming can play 
in delivering a positive environmental outcome for England, or how much of their 
own money was currently spent in not delivering it. 

Flicking through the most recent edition of the NFU magazine, there is virtually no 
mention of the environment, other than in negative terms. The comment on the 
Government’s decision to modulate 12% of Pillar 1 funds to Pillar 2, not 15% as 
the Minister originally intended, infers that the money has been ‘won back’ for NFU 
members. Even a one-page summary update on the new Rural Development Plan for 
England gives scant mention of agri-environment schemes and goes straight to grants 
available for improving farm infrastructure and business. Reading this publication, 
one could be forgiven for thinking that positive environmental land management – a 
key role for farmers – is taboo within the industry, to be swept under the carpet and 
minimised at every opportunity, and considered irrelevant to ‘real business’.

Anyone working in land management knows that not all farmers are like this. In 
my work I come across many farmers who really care about their land and who are 
keen to act positively for the environment, within the constraints of their business. I 
was heartened to attend an event at Westminster last autumn where farmers from 
across the country put their case to the Minister that they wanted an increase in 
availability of environmental payments, they wanted to do the right thing for the 
environment through their work, and they wanted the support to enable them to 
do this as part of their farm business. They expressed significant frustration that, 
within the industry, the environment was often pitched as a threat to farming. Their 
view was that they were not represented by the NFU.

Working with these farmers, and with the right incentives available, we can achieve 
real change at the landscape scale, and from the environmental sector we will do 

Agri-environment payments: nature conservation’s lifeline
Whenever you hear someone saying “we should abolish agricultural subsidy…..
Europe does no good….” please challenge them. Do query how much environmental 
public good is achieved for the money involved; and by all means ask whether 
environmental schemes could be improved. But without agricultural subsidy, there 
would be precious little mechanism for any environmental regulation or incentive of 
British farming at all: we would have no carrot or stick available to us, and England’s 
wildlife would suffer a catastrophic decline.

As long as we have a subsidy system, incentives are an essential part of the 
toolkit, not least because habitat restoration work costs landowners money, and 
de-intensifying management means foregoing the profit that would come from 
farming that land more intensively. England’s grant incentives are mainly contained 
within the Rural Development Plan for England, funded by Pillar 2 of the CAP and 
modulation from Pillar 1. This is the key mechanism available to us for enhancement 
and creation of habitat, and improvement of environmental quality, on farmed land.

So do the schemes work? Over 70% of England’s farmland is currently in some type 
of agri-environment scheme, the vast majority of which are in Entry Level Stewardship 
(ELS) which pays £30 per hectare for a limited set of environmental measures. A much 
smaller number of landowners have been able to enter Higher Level Stewardship 
agreements, and the lack of availability of this scheme outside SSSIs and protected 
areas has been a significant frustration to many people who promote landscape-
scale conservation. However, where it has been available, HLS has been a lifeline in 
protecting existing grasslands and wetlands. The England Woodland Grant Scheme 
(in its many variants) and Catchment Sensitive Farming (where it is available) also 
fall within the RDPE. It is difficult to assess how effective these schemes have been 
towards their aims, and even more difficult to establish the amount of habitat and 
species loss that would have occurred had they and their predecessors, Countryside 
Stewardship and Environmentally Sensitive Areas, not existed.

From January 2015, a new environmental land management scheme (NELMS) will 
be introduced, containing elements of all of the current RDPE schemes – farmland, 
woodland and water quality. Together with other measures in the CAP, this will offer 
a basic capital grant scheme, a ‘middle tier’ of landscape-scale approach and farmer 
collaboration in selected areas, and a ‘higher tier’ for biodiversity and Water Framework 
Directive priority sites. Agreements will be for five years and they are expected to 
cover around 35-40 per cent of eligible farmland at best, targeted to where the most 
benefits may be achieved – and meaning that a lot of land currently in ELS may suffer 
environmental losses, depending on the effectiveness of greening measures.

Farming sector viewpoints and relationships
All these complications of decision-making and slow-moving policy machines may 
go some way to explaining the slow pace of change towards more environmentally-
friendly farming in England. However, there are further factors to take into 
consideration: the antipathy of the farming sector towards the environment is a 
major barrier.
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Scratching the surface - 
let’s love our soils
Acknowledging the importance of soils and threats to their quality are vital in land-use 
policy for food production, flood protection, water quality, nature conservation and 
carbon storage. This article promotes a greater understanding of soils in the conservation 
sector and looks at some key examples of wise soil management.
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In ECOS 34 3/4 (pages 38-45), Saunders and Brenman identify “the conservation of 
soil biology and structure, and the building and securing of organic matter rather 
than depleting it” as components of ‘good agriculture’, and highlight “the lack of 
acknowledgment of the soil as a conservation issue” as a blind spot affecting some 
parts of British conservation. 

A strategy developed by Defra1 for the protection of England’s soils, contains the 
following vision statement: “By 2030, all England’s soils will be managed sustainably 
and degradation threats tackled successfully. This will improve the quality of England’s 
soils and safeguard their ability to provide essential services for future generations”. 

What are these things called soils?
A teaspoonful of soil contains more organisms than there are people on earth. 
At the simplest level, soil forms by weathering processes breaking down mineral 
material, together with additions of organic matter from dead plants and animals. 
The eventual soil type depends also on landform, climate and time – some soils 
are evidently much older than others – together with the impacts of land use and 
management. Soil provides a home for living things (and is frequently termed 
living soil) and supports the growth of both natural vegetation and specific crops, 
while delivering many other ecosystem services. Most are called mineral soils 
because they are derived predominantly from the broken-down remains of rock 
with surface additions in some places of wind-blown dust (loess). Organic matter 
in the soil derives from the remains of plants and animals; organic soils are mostly 
developed in deposits of peat, formed under wet conditions. For those who wish 
to delve deeper into the subject, a comprehensive introduction to soil science is 
given by White.2 

How do soils form?
Soil-forming processes begin to take place as soon as suitable materials become 
available on the surface of the earth. The rate and degree of development depend 
on the properties of that substrate and environmental conditions, including 
temperature, moisture and consequent biological activity, landform and vegetation. 
The annual rate of soil formation in Europe is probably in the range 0.03-1.4 tonnes 

all we can to help, with free advice, grants, expertise, workshops, and the rest. 
However, few big commercial farmers tend to get involved with this kind of work; 
our asks are less relevant to their way of farming. 

So, there are barriers other than policy that we need to overcome. As 
environmentalists, we need to develop the well established model of 1:1 advice 
and grants for farmers to the next level, and start to work in different ways with 
the farming sector. We need to explore more environmentally sustainable farming 
systems as a whole, start to understand and articulate the ecosystem services they 
deliver compared to ‘conventional’ intensive farming. Organic agriculture has gone 
some way down this road; but it may require more exploration and acceptance of 
a middle way, somewhere between pristine habitat and industrial monoculture, for 
large areas of land; and it will certainly need advocates from within the sector itself.

With poor environmental leadership from their own farming organisations, and 
a government which seems lukewarm at best about any positive action on the 
environment (and who many criticise for being too close to the NFU voice), real 
environmental progress from the farming ‘establishment’ is inevitably going to be 
slow. But we need to keep working towards a vision on behalf of the taxpayer: 
to support a farming industry that consistently and proudly looks after England’s 
wildlife, environment and landscape for future generations. That is a vision that I 
would like to buy into.

Lisa Schneidau has worked in the conservation sector since 1994, with farmers, landowners, advisors 
and policymakers. The views expressed here are her own. lschneidau@devonwildlifetrust.org
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