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The Countryside Alliance exists to represent and advocate on behalf of rural
communities. In responding to the Welsh Government consultation on the
Sustainable Farming Scheme we sought to outline the key rural concerns with the
policy direction.

Welsh Government modelling found that the impact of the Scheme on Welsh
agriculture could mean the loss of £125 million in farm income, 122,000 head of
livestock and about 5,500 jobs.

Agricultural support represents only 2% of the Welsh Government’s budget, yet a
YouGov poll conducted for NFU Cymru in November 2023 found that 82% support
the Welsh Government providing financial support to farmers to produce food.

Using the skills and experience of farmers is often the best way to improve
biodiversity and secure the future of our vital natural resources. If farming in upland,
and other marginal areas, were to be abandoned because of changes to support
payments, there would be detrimental effects on the habitat in these areas and the
species they support.

The interests of a globally responsible Wales, which the Well-being of Future
Generations Act 2015 obliges public bodies to pursue, would be better served by
seeking to increase, not reduce, the number of livestock reared in Wales to its world-
leading environmental and welfare standards.

The proposed scheme was not received favourably by the farming sector and so the
Welsh Government announced that the scheme’s implementation would be delayed
until 2026 to allow time for revision.

Sustainable Farming Scheme consultation

The Welsh Government’s consultation on the Sustainable Farming Scheme, which ran
from December 2023 to March 2024, represented a key milestone in the most significant
programme of change for the Welsh agricultural sector since the UK joined the Common
Agricultural Policy in 1973. Its ramifications stretch beyond direct farming to touch all
aspects of the food supply chain and rural life in Wales.

The Countryside Alliance exists to represent and advocate on behalf of rural communities,
and as such we were keen to serve as their voice in this process.

We supported and endorsed the positions presented in response to the consultation by
NFU Cymru and the Farmers’ Union of Wales. We recognised, however, that as an
organisation we lack their direct, field-based expertise in determining the real-world
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impacts of the Welsh Government’s proposals on working farms, farmers and agricultural
workers. We therefore concentrated on outlining the key concerns as to the Welsh
Government’s policy direction that have been felt and expressed within rural Wales.

Modelled impacts

Welsh Government research sought to model the impacts of its proposed Sustainable
Farming Scheme as initially proposed. It found that the impact of the Scheme on Welsh
agriculture could mean the loss of £125 million in farm income, 122,000 head of livestock
and about 5,500 jobs. The response summary subsequently stated that this “modelling is
indicative of worst-case outcomes.™

These losses are Countryside Alliance Wales’s primary concern in relation to the Welsh
Government’s original proposals.

Food production

Agricultural support represents only 2% of the Welsh Government’s budget, yet a YouGov
poll conducted for NFU Cymru in November 2023 found that 82% support the Welsh
Government providing financial support to farmers to produce food. Taking government
priorities into account, 72% said that supporting Welsh farmers was a good use of public
spending.?

Since the commencement of Russia’s war against Ukraine, the resulting disruption to the
global food supply and its impact on food prices, the issue of food security has rightly come
into sharp focus.

The UK Government has taken the position is that while there is insufficient production
capacity for self-sufficiency in food to be a realistic goal — and that other than under the
worst circumstances there will always be scope for some degree of international trade in
food — the UK does need to be more ambitious about producing and consuming more
British food. Clearly there are questions about the fitness of agricultural policy in England
to meet this objective (the policy itself being iterated over time), but Countryside Alliance
Wales supports the intention.

An agricultural policy that envisages, from the outset, a reduction in domestic food
production would seem to be outmoded, and better suited to a pre-Ukraine environment
of greater ambivalence on the issue.

The opportunity presented by the UK’s departure from the Common Agricultural Policy
should be pursued with greater ambition than the mere ‘managed’ decline of Welsh
farming.

Farm incomes

In general terms the Countryside Alliance supports the notion that farms, in addition to
their primary role of producing food, can make a positive contribution to nature restoration
and the health of the environment.

" Welsh Government, Sustainable Farming Scheme: Summary of Responses, p. 32
2NFU Cymru, New NFU Cymru survey reveals high levels of public support for government spending
on Welsh farming, 26.11.23
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Using the skills and experience of farmers is often the best way to improve biodiversity
and secure the future of our vital natural resources. If farming in upland, and other marginal
areas, were to be abandoned because of changes to support payments, there would be
detrimental effects on the habitat in these areas and the species they support.

Without adequate support there is a risk that farmers of marginal land will struggle to make
a profit, even with income from diversification. Their work, however, often provides the
most amount of public good in creating and maintaining some of Wales’s most iconic rural
landscapes. These support many of our rarest habitats and wildlife and are central to rural
tourism, which the Welsh Government has estimated as worth £3.8 billion to the Welsh
economy in 20223

Some campaigners have taken to suggesting that existing land management should be
withdrawn or scaled back as part of a policy of ‘rewilding’. Supporters of ‘rewilding’ often
see farming as an obstacle to conservation, but this ignores its benefit in many areas. As
Natural Resources Wales states of lowland peatlands and heathlands, “Decline in
traditional grazing and other management practices are often apparent and lead to loss of
valued features.™

Farmers have also expressed concern that merely to participate in the Sustainable
Farming Scheme they will be expected to collect and share significant amounts of data,
without any further payment recognising their provision of a product and service that will
be of measurable financial value to the Welsh Government.

Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015

The Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015 requires commitment from all public
bodies in Wales to pursue sustainable development with reference to seven well-being
goals, three of which are:
o A Wales of cohesive communities;
o A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language, whose description includes
the protection and promotion of heritage;
o A globally responsible Wales, described as requiring that actions taken to promote
the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales must take
into account whether they are also contributing positively to global well-being.?

Reducing the profitability of the agricultural sector would negatively impact the
cohesiveness of communities of people whose livelihoods depend on it. This is particularly
true of family farms which, if forced to close, would disperse traditional farming families
and lead to land coming under the control of non-farmers, likely from outside Wales.

Welsh agriculture workers and farming families comprise a relatively high proportion of
Welsh language speakers, and the sector makes extensive use of heritage practices.
Reducing the profitability of agriculture would negatively impact these cultural practices.
Further impacts can be expected throughout the food supply chain as well as those of
other agricultural produce, such as wool and the craft producers who make use of it.

3 Welsh Government, Wales visitor economy profile: 2024
4 NRW, SoNaRR2020: Mountain, moorland and heath
5 Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015
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e Given that agricultural policy has no bearing on consumers’ dietary preferences, the
inevitable consequence of reducing livestock production in Wales would be an increased
reliance on imports. Welsh agriculture enjoys among the highest standards of
environmental and animal welfare performance in the world, which, while cause for
celebration, does mean that the substitution of imports for domestic produce would have
a deleterious impact on these indicators globally.

¢ The UK Climate Change Committee has repeatedly warned against the offshoring of
agricultural emissions by means of import substitution for domestic produce.

e Increasing the reliance of Wales and the United Kingdom on imported food could also
generate upward pressure on global food prices, with a resulting detrimental impact on the
world’s poorest countries and people.

¢ The interests of promoting a globally responsible Wales would be better served by seeking
to increase, not reduce, the number of livestock reared in Wales to its world-leading
environmental and welfare standards.

Consultation outcome

o The Welsh Government’s proposed scheme was not received favourably by the farming
sector or other rural stakeholders. The summary of responses, produced by Miller
Research, identified the following themes of concern:

o The perceived complexity of the Scheme

Farmers want to focus on food production

Opposition to the woodland requirement

Differing interpretations of the proposals

Disagreement with the purpose and position of agricultural support

Strain on farmers.®

O O O O O

o The Welsh Government acknowledged the concerns and announced that the scheme’s
implementation would be delayed until 2026 to allow time for revision. Huw Irranca-Davies
MS, the Cabinet Secretary for Climate Change and Rural Affairs, said:

“l want to reiterate that no decisions on the Scheme design have yet been made. We
have heard and understood the concerns raised through this consultation process,
and it is clear changes need to be made before the Scheme is ready to be infroduced.
And | have been clear that the Scheme will only be introduced when it is ready. This
is why | have announced a new timeframe for the introduction of the Scheme.”

For more information please contact:

Rachel Evans David M Bean
Director, Countryside Alliance Wales Parliament & Government Relations Manager
Rachel-Evans@countryside-alliance.org David-Bean@countryside-alliance.org

7 Welsh Government, Written Statement: Sustainable Farming Scheme: Keeping farmers farming —
response to consultation, 11.07.24
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