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delivering outcomes that best met the UK’s all-too pressing conservation needs. 
The funding for agri-environment schemes need not be formally constrained by 
pre-set EU limits for RDP. We could devote as much as was necessary within DEFRA’s 
overall budgetary constraints. But it is this bigger agenda that would also pose 
the biggest environmental threat, should the post-Brexit authorities place nature 
conservation behind the need to boost food exports, as is being recommended by 
the mainstream farming lobby.

Structuring agricultural support to include incentives for 
environmentally-friendly management 
To devise new environmental incentives within farming we should establish a much 
clearer rationale for support payments having to be earned. Farmers would no 
longer receive payments just for occupying land; instead they would have to be 
seen to be undertaking additional management that was likely to deliver a range of 
conservation benefits.

The pros and cons of current schemes such as Countryside Stewardship
The positives of Countryside Stewardship include a broad choice of options to suit a 
wide range of situations with clearly stated indicators of success and a wide selection 

Brexit’s countryside – 
giving nature the edge?
The best characteristics of agri-environment measures need to be taken forward and 
honed in the UK’s new farm support, following Brexit. This an amended version of the 
author’s recent submission to the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 
inquiry on the Future of the Natural Environment after the EU Referendum.

BILL GRAYSON

I have been an organic livestock farmer for the last 25 years, working closely with a 
number of nature conservation bodies to deliver specialist grazing management for 
their nature reserves, most of which have been designated for their conservation 
importance under UK and European criteria (National Nature Reserves, Special Areas 
of Conservation, Sites of Special Scientific Interest). Much of this work has been 
supported by funding that comes directly or indirectly from the UK’s membership of 
the EU, and without which the combined efforts of myself and my various landlords 
would have achieved far less for nature conservation. Much of this important work 
could be put at risk if the UK Government abandons or reduce its support for 
nature-friendly farming methods in favour of the production-led subsidies that 
farmers at the more intensive end of the spectrum are now calling for.

Wildlife implications outside the CAP 
Operating outside the CAP could bring a dramatic reduction in agri-environment 
funding (Pillar 2), with the farming lobby now pressurizing the UK Government to 
maximise incentives for productive farming (Pillar 1). This shift in support would represent 
a huge blow for wildlife, at a time when we are just beginning to fully appreciate the 
need to halt the continuing loss of species. We also face the loss of other sources 
of funding for nature conservation that come directly from the EU (eg LIFE). On the 
other hand, Brexit provides the opportunity to re-design our whole system of support 
for the entire range of environmental goods that society relies on farmers to provide.

Wildlife initiatives link with CAP payments
Much of the day-to-day work of nature conservation in the UK is now driven 
by Agri-environment funding. We have a few domestic grant schemes like HLF, 
that are helpful in meeting some of the establishment costs for new projects but 
these sources do not provide the longer term support that ensure the work can be 
maintained for long enough to make a lasting difference.

Risks and opportunities from developing UK’s own agri-environment 
policy and funding 
Real opportunities for wildlife enhancement could come through the UK devising 
schemes tailored to our own needs. These could be more precisely targeted at 

Young shorthorn and red poll store cattle grazing a limestone cliff face at Warton Crag SSSI on behalf of the 
Arnside and Silverdale AONB as part of their Higher Level Scheme agreement.   
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organic) or measures to help smaller holdings, both of which could cause wider 
market disruption within the UK as a whole. 

Risks and opportunities for innovative land practices, such as 
managed rewilding 
Rewilding projects should have the same opportunities for gaining support as 
more managed approaches but only where the prospects for delivering ecological 
benefits are sufficiently robust. The payments should be based on the degree of 
effort and resources needed to achieve the desired outcomes ie. not simply replacing 
active land management practices with minimum intervention.

Rewilding’s place in restoration of habitats and wildlife 
Rewilding could be seen as a component element within many agri-environment 
agreements that are otherwise founded on active land management activities. This 
would involve identifying and rewarding management that promotes aspects of 
‘self-willed nature’, alongside any of the more anthropocentric options. Examples 
might include creation or expansion of wooded landscapes or unimproved 
grasslands by natural regeneration as opposed to interventionist means, a process 
that is likely to take longer to realise its goals and which may therefore need longer 
term agreements. 

of well-funded capital items to assist with on-going implementation. Negatives 
include over-complex prescriptions and inadequate supervision of progress. The 
current system in which monitoring is undertaken by the Rural Payments Agency, is 
especially problematic with the majority of RPA inspectors inadequately trained to 
provide sound ecological assessments of progress being achieved. 

Arrangements and outcomes for future UK agri-environment support
Future agri-environment support should be administered as directly as possible to 
minimize potential breakdown in communications between the agreement holder 
and the authorities responsible for overseeing the scheme. The inclusion of RPA 
as the final link in the payment chain has made extra difficulties for farmers and 
their agri-environment advisers. New arrangements need a clearer focus on nature 
conservation and biodiversity by targeting support for farming systems that are 
better able to deliver high nature value (e.g. organic, ‘pasture fed’, agro-ecology, 
agro-forestry).

The move away from livestock headage payments in 2005 following reforms to 
Pillar 1 was helpful for nature conservation, paving the way for sensible reductions 
in the most intensive stocking levels. However its replacement system of supporting 
farmers according to their holding’s ‘eligible area’ is marred by complexity and 
subjectivity. Under this regime, farmers are more inclined to remove features of 
semi-natural vegetation that do not readily comply with the eligibility rules (eg scrub, 
reedbeds, trees, wet areas). These actions normally have negative consequences 
for wildlife. Furthermore, the Basic Payment Scheme (BPS) has been made over-
complex for all of its recipients, with rules that are hard to interpret consistently. 

The requirement to acquire entitlements in order to access payment also seems like an 
unnecessary and often costly complication, along with the muddled rules over who 
qualifies as an active farmer. If basic farm support, corresponding to Pillar 1 under 
CAP is to continue to be available post-Brexit it will have to be made much clearer, 
be better implemented and have a much more rigorous ‘greening’ element. The 
original idea for including an ecological requirement in BPS was heavily diluted 
following some intense lobbying from the UK famers unions during its consultation 
phase, so that they have become virtually meaningless in their implemented form, 
allowing most farmers to benefit from the higher payments without delivering any 
real added value for nature. This was a hugely disappointing outcome and indicates 
how effectively the farming lobby can persuade the UK government to favour the 
interests of production over the cause of environmental protection.

Managing the divergence in policy between the nations of the 
United Kingdom 
The main policy differences across the UK nations would probably be reflected 
in the extent to which each country was prepared to go in compensating and 
rewarding farmers for losses they sustained in productive potential in order to make 
gains for the environment. Such discrepancies could create unhelpful distortions 
in prices and land values, especially in the vicinity of national borders. Other policy 
divergences could develop in relation to support for specialist farming systems (eg 

Shorthorn suckler cows grazing a bank of herb-rich, unimproved limestone grassland to deliver HLS  
scheme objectives for a private landowner.  
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At your service?  
The limits of enterprise 
with nature at stake
This article discusses the pros and cons of Natural England’s cost recovery approach in 
responding to planning applications. Can a cultural shift amongst the agency’s staff 
protect nature’s bottom line whilst also promoting wildlife-friendly development? 

CHRIS GIBSON

What’s the problem with income generation?
Having recently taken early retirement after 31 years of service with Natural England, 
English Nature and the Nature Conservancy Council, this is an ‘insider’s view from 
the outside’ of the direction of travel of Natural England, prompted at least in part by 
recent press coverage of Natural England’s emerging strategy (‘Budget cuts threaten 
to weaken powers of England’s nature watchdog’ Guardian 16 August 2016).

One of the supposed revelations of that press report was that Natural England will 
try to generate a substantial proportion of its future income through its commercial 
services offer, which includes both a Discretionary Advice Service (for advice to 
developers pursuing planning applications) and a Pre-submission Screening service in 
respect of wildlife licence applications. This should have been a surprise to no-one: 
over the past five years, NE has increasingly been making such offers, and receiving 
income as a result. There was an initial reluctance amongst staff to adopting such an 
approach, based perhaps on the necessary shift in perception from ‘doing the best 
we can for wildlife’ to ‘doing the best we can for wildlife, provided we are paid’. 
Experience has shown that the more commercial approach has been adopted and 
embedded in the way of working of most front-line staff. It is now business as usual.

While at least the more experienced staff (and I was one of those) could hark back 
to the halcyon days when we when acted to protect and enhance the natural 
environment unencumbered by the need to generate income. The financial and 
political climate under which NE operates has changed markedly, especially since 
the advent of the last coalition government, the economic crisis, and the dogmatic 
adherence to deregulation and small government. And now, pragmatically (in 
resourcing terms) but also conceptually (in terms of consistency with services 
provided by other parts of the public sector) I don’t really have an issue with NE 
operating in a commercial manner, even now as an outsider looking in.

In terms of resourcing, it is no secret that the squeeze on the public purse has put 
NE under very considerable financial pressures. Seeking to replace a proportion of 

Bringing Brexit home 
Finally, some personal thoughts on Brexit’s immediate reality for my own situation, 
pursuing conservation grazing in Lancashire… The system I’ve developed for 
delivering specialist grazing on dedicated nature conservation sites, many of which 
had been completely abandoned by previous generations of livestock farmers, has 
been assembled, site by site, over the last 25 years. This has been made possible 
only by the degree of cooperation fostered between the grazier and respective site 
managers, a mutuality that derives partly from shared commitment to achieving 
the various site-specific management objectives but also from the economic 
stability generated by the current system of area payments. These normally account 
for around 90% of our output as well as delivering a significant level of agri-
environment support for the site owners. The potential upheaval that Brexit poses 
for the operation’s economic viability comes at a particularly difficult time, with 
plans for transferring it into new hands already being considered. Whilst its financial 
performance over recent years has been surprisingly good, providing a substantial 
return on both the invested capital and inputs of labour (significantly contributing 
to 7 individuals’ livelihoods), its future prospects look much less predictable to 
anyone considering taking it on.

Bill Grayson is an organic farmer who has harnessed the Environmental Stewardship Scheme 
for conservation grazing at the Forestry Commision leased area of limestone pavement known as 
Hutton Roof Crag SSSI. billgrayson@phonecoop.coop

Shorthorn heifers grazing an area of wood pasture on Forestry Commission land at Dalton Crags SSSI/SAC 
managed under the grazier’s own Higher Level Scheme.   
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