THE CROFTERS COMMISSION RESPONSE TO THE INTERIM REPORT BY THE PACK COMMITTEE INTO FUTURE SUPPORT FOR AGRICULTURAL IN SCOTLAND

THE CHALLENGES
The interim report opens by accurately identifying global issues that are affecting the population and our environment today and into the future. The report goes on to say agricultural can be part of the solution to some of the issues identified and but also is a contributory factor in others.  Therefore, Pack concludes, a clear view has to be taken as to what role agricultural has in delivering solutions while acting to reduce its impact on climate change. 
The Crofters Commission recommends that the Scottish Government approaches this matter as a three stage process:-
· First: identify and define objectives for rural land activity which will deliver a range of benefits that will fully justify the public support received. These objectives must explicitly include support for community social cohesion gained through shared land management, mitigation of climate change, contribution to biodiversity and landscape enhancement, address food security, and secure rural population stability 
· Second having defined and adopted objectives, design delivery, so balance is achieved along with best value for public money through targeted support.
· Third measure and evaluate delivery against objectives.

Consistent with the above the Crofters Commission aspires to promote 
· occupancy of crofts
· active land use 
· shared land resource management 
by crofters as a means of sustaining and enhancing rural communities. The crofting counties are preponderantly on lower quality land, from an agricultural point of view they have traditionally provided an important link in the food supply chain and are also likely to make the greatest contribution to biodiversity and climate change. This is evident given that such a high proportion of Scotland’s stored carbon is in peatlands, and from the broad range of unique species present in the moorland habitat.
THE INTERIM REPORT’S PROPOSED AGRICULTURAL SUPPORT SYSTEMS
Direct Payments
The proposed model of an area based payments using the Macaulay Land Capability for Agricultural (MLCA), Good Agricultural Environment Conditions (GAEC) and cultivation and/or minimum stocking density is acceptable, given that a neutral and transparent approach is essential. However, it must be noted that we doubt that Macaulay data is sufficiently refined to use as it stands, and assume future work on development will take place. For instance 1:250000 scale maps are more or less all that would be available for the Highlands and Islands.  We would appreciate more clarity, as the report’s proposal is for land to be assed on a field by field basis.
 With the following provisos the Crofters Commission:
· Supports a Direct Payments scheme with GAEC and cultivation/stocking density requirements.
· Recommends banding be introduced for stocking densities. For example, a minimum density of 0.12LU/Ha on the higher classes of land is inappropriate, as it requires minimal activity, whereas on croft land with large common grazings of poor quality land, this may result in overstocking from a biodiversity point of view. Hence stated objectives are not achieved. We merely raise the issue of stocking density for highly productive land for consideration, and suggest reducing the stocking density to 0.08LU/Ha for the MLCA 6.1 – 7 classification to reflect the lower stock carrying capability of the land for the sustaining and enhancing the environment benefits of extensive livestock grazing.
· Is unable to see any justifying rational for the payment rates suggested, but at a minimum we recommend increasing the payment rate of £15/Ha - £45/Ha in the MLCA 6.1 – 7 category for support against the physical land disadvantages for agricultural activity on this grade of land.
· Disagrees with the proposal for new agricultural forestry schemes being eligible           for area payments, apart from farm forestry consisting of small scale mixed woodlands and shelter belts.
· Supports the one step approach of introducing area based Direct Payments in 2014.

· Recommends that no conclusion should be reached until the future of Less Favoured Area Support Scheme is completely understood and explicit.
Top Up Funds (TUF)
The Crofters Commission 

· Supports creation of a TUF as a tool for targeted support to achieve specific outcomes, and for that reason, dismisses any suggestion that it should be disbursed proportional to direct payments as this would hinder it from achieving its objective, of buying public goods. We also have concern about access to the proposed TUF as experience of the Scotland Rural Development Programme has shown low success rate by crofters, particularly to Rural Priorities (RP). 
· Proposes the inclusion of a small units environment package linked to the agricultural activity of the unit.  Appendix A
Less Favoured Area (LFA)
Currently LFA payment distribution is linked to the more productive livestock enterprises, and is, in fact, a frozen historic production payment based on stocking density levels in 2005 although we understand this is been addressed. The LFA payment mirrors the distribution pattern of Single Farm Payment and will continue to be the distribution pattern of support under the proposed area based Direct Payment. This is completely against our understanding of the approved basis of LFASS, which is to address those who are geophysical disadvantaged.
The Crofters Commission 

· Recommends LFA support to be targeted to the most severely disadvantaged areas through a complete revision of the current scheme and its objectives, and according to the EU approved basis for such payments. Also, that this new scheme is published, prior to any final agreement of on the future position of Single Farm Payment and its successor. This is, we believe, crucial
· Enclose its LFA submission.  Appendix B
Rural Development Programme

· The Crofters Commission submitted a response the First Stage Review which is attached for the interest of the inquiry team. Appendix C 
Interim Measure Proposals
The Crofters Commission 
· Support the introducing of a minimum stocking density and cultivation requirement under GAEC to ensure SFP is linked to activity. Land which does not meet the minimum stocking density but is being stocked can be consolidated until the minimum stocking density is achieved.
· Recommends the Article 68 proposals are too late given the timescale to evoke and deliver on the issues they propose to address. As Article 68 will not remain after 2013 the support funding under this mechanism would not address the long term sustainable funding that is required for the issue of livestock population decline. However we would recongise the possibility for delay in a Council of Ministers agreement to a Commission proposal and for his proposal to be in place and operable by 2014. Should the delay be significant, we suggest the reconsideration of using Article 68. The Crofters Commission has submitted a paper on Article 68. Appendix D. 
·  Recommends for new entrants the implementation of the proposal it submitted to the first stage review of SRDP.  Appendix A
APPENDIX A
Title         Rural Land Management.
     Options

1.     Conservation Land Management Plan.

2.     Retention Of Breeding Cattle.

3.     Management Of Species-Rich Grassland.

4.     Mown Grassland for Wildlife.

5.     Rotational Cropping.

These options would deploy as follows:

Option 1: the conservation land management plan would comprise a compulsory element of the undertaking in the package. This option is to act as a baseline for the improvement of future land management activities on the holding. A straightforward template would be created to allow applicants to complete a conservation plan for their unit.

Options 2-5 would be voluntary.

Payment rates for participants would have a minimum rate for    

undertaking option 1 only, and a maximum rate for the selection of all 5 options

per year for the 5 year contract of the package. Rates will be a standard cost per option and not linked to an area base. However their would be a minimum area or quantity linked to the option/s undertaken.

As this package is designed for small units the eligibility criteria for participation 

would be the IACS registered business requirement of not exceeding 20 hectare

of land excluding apportionments and common grazings shares.

The selected options already exist under Rural Priorities and have done also under     previous agric-environment schemes like the Rural Stewardship Scheme and the Countryside Premium Scheme which therefore makes the creation of the package relatively straight forward and cost neutral.

                                                                                            APPENDIX B 

Consultation Paper:  The Less Favoured Area Support Scheme in Scotland

[2010-2013].

Q1 What are your views on the use of "mountain area" designation and "specific handicap" designation for islands.
If Scotland can use the Article 18 ‘mountain areas’ and ‘Article 20 island designation’ under EC Regulation 1257/1999 there is then the possibility of higher funding from the EU because of the mountain and specific handicap designation which is currently not being taken advantage of and should be explored.

Q2 What are your views on the approach to calculating payments set out in Annex 4? Do you have alternative suggestions?

The current scheme delivers higher level of support payments to the higher stocked livestock units which are located in the more advantaged areas of the current LFA designation in the terms of land capability, location to markets and population.

Consideration should be given to mechanisms which help direct LFA support to the more disadvantaged areas. 

The use of the Macaulay Land Capability for Agricultural Class is an evidence based approach for the calculation of payments and could be used along with the possible re-designation of the Scottish LFA (see Q1).  A more accurate analysis of the cost of ‘disadvantage’ might be achieved by calculating payments using the MacAulay Land Capability and factoring in the additional costs associated with peripherality and the handicap for agricultural production in the most disadvantaged areas. 
There still has to be in place a mechanism to prevent over and under compensation for livestock based agricultural activity, we believe that this could still relate to min & max livestock densities. 

Option (b) (applying the hectare value based on LCA class) would be the most favourably of the two but linked to a stocking density limits to avoid over compensation.

It is noted that the hectare values are still being used from the old scheme. An alternative to this is difficult to ascertain without knowing the merit of these values. 

Q4 Would you be in favour of continuing the current interim scheme with no significant changes?
No.  Apart from providing continuity, to preserve support based on historical data that is out of date cannot deliver the support that is required today for the most disadvantaged areas in the LFA, nor does it offer any support for new entrants or developers.  With the continuing fall in stock numbers it is clear that the cattle vs sheep ratio data is also becoming irrelevant to current agricultural activity on the land.

A considerable amount of the LFA budget is unclaimed and could be diverted to helping new entrants.

Q5 Would you be in favour of continuing the current interim scheme, but with some redistribution of payments? Do you have alternative suggestions?

Yes.  Redistribution of payments is necessary and might be achieved through Article 20, which permits payments up to 250 euros per hectare.  Currently significant areas of croft land receives less than 10 euros per hectare

A move toward area based payments and the re-instatement of the social element to the LFASS measure at EU level would help recongise the contribution that crofting makes to the fragile areas in our off shore islands and the north and west of mainland Scotland

Q6 What are your views on the principle of creating a closer link with livestock-related activity?

A review of the eligibility to receive LFASS payment is essential. It is our view that all LFASS payments must be linked to agricultural activity.  We can no longer continue giving payments to “fireside farmers”, those who do the absolute minimum yet receive payments based on their activities in 2006.

LFASS payments must purchase public benefit and even in the widest interpretation paying farmers and crofters high levels of support based on historic data, many having reduced their ‘activity’ since the historic frozen reference period 2005/2006, cannot be sustained 

Q7 What are your views on the approach set out in paragraphs 6.4 - 6.6 on (i) creating a closer link with livestock-related activity, (ii) helping new entrants and others taking on land that did not attract LFASS in 2006, (iii) re-establishing the cattle-top up link?

1. Linking to livestock activity to SAF08 data would be an improvement but still linked to historic data and as the years progress that data would become outdated.  The data used could continually be updated from the annually submitted SAF and cross checking with BCMS and SAMU could result in adjustments to payments if significant changes to stock numbers are implemented by crofters and farmers.
2. Again using SAF data will allow access to LFASS for new entrants and applications for land that previously did not qualify for LFASS. However this needs to be updated annually using the new SAF data submitted each year.
3. The cattle top up payment needs to be incorporated into the scheme as cattle are important environmental graziers. Without LFA support being targeted to the retention of cattle the incentive to keep the animals against rising cost of feed, transport and bull hire will be lost which will have a detrimental long term effect on biodiversity and landscape.
Q8 How could delivery of environmental benefits be improved?
It is a recognised fact that extensive agricultural practices and high nature value farming systems deliver environment benefits in the form of biodiversity and landscape.  This should be encouraged with direct support through a package of options like a land management environment plan, late fodder conservation and conservation grazing.  This package could be part of LFASS or incorporated into the LMO scheme. 

Q9 What are your views on reallocating a proportion of LFASS money to other measures within the SRDP?
To reallocate money from LFASS to other delivery measures within SRDP would be detrimental to crofters and farmers in the LFA. There are very real issues to move funding from a non competitive scheme to a competitive scheme like Rural Development Contracts Rural Priorities. 

If LFASS is redesigned with the revised designations, MLCA related calculations and a possible environmental package of options, then there is a real case for moving funds from SRDP-RP to LFASS. 

The justification for this is that LFASS would be a better targeted delivery scheme for the accrued environmental and public benefits than RDC-RP.
Q10 Do you have any other suggestions for the second interim scheme?

A second interim scheme is not going to resolve the issues that the current interim scheme has. There has to be a redesigned LFA scheme developed now to address the issues of re-distribution, new entrants/developers, land which has no grazing category and historic frozen livestock activity being used to calculate payments.

Crofters are finding it difficult to access SRDP for funding, more work needs to be done to make Rocs a relevant support stream for crofters. An enhanced LFASS/LMO package would rectify this discrimination in the short term.

General Comment

The LFA scheme on its own is not going to stop the loss of livestock from the most disadvantaged LFA areas. The scheme always has an ‘activity element requirement’ where as Single Farm Payment has no activity requirement. These two schemes are the main source of support to farmers and crofters. Without linking both these delivery schemes to agricultural activity there is little incentive to maintain livestock in the peripheral areas of the LFA. 
                                                                                                       APPENDIX C
Scotland Rural Development Programme Rural Priorities Review.

Purpose

The objective of this paper is to offer proposals for change to the SRDP-Rural Priorities review. 

Background

SRDP was launched in 2007 with the Rural Priorities element becoming operational mid way through 2008. It was soon apparent there are features of the scheme which work to reduce the possible level of participation by crofters.

The following issues appear to be the main stumbling blocks:

1. Online access only in many locations, while the programme requires broadband access.

2. Complexity.  The programme has several levels and numerous variants.  

3. Terminology used.  Admin and Tech speak together leave little room for creating a user-friendly approach.

      4   Options for small units limited.  No small unit could offer the same

            programme benefits as medium or large agricultural enterprises.  

      5   Competitiveness.  The very act of competing implies a sufficiently high possibility of failure to discourage some potential applicants from investing time and effort in producing applications which are unlikely to succeed against those from larger units.

This analysis is borne out by the low numbers of application and successful applications from crofters and grazing committees. Rural Priorities statistics at 19 January showed only 27 successful applicants under the Small Units options of Rural Priorities – it is not known how many of these are crofters, but the answer is probably in single figures. Against this minute number there are 12,000 crofters who could consider applying to participate in the scheme if it offered them real opportunities of success.

Proposal

The issue of online access is being addressed by the Scottish Government.  As this improves in the rural and mountainous areas of Scotland, there will be greater opportunity for crofters to seek to enter the scheme.  However, access by crofters will also depend in part on how far the scheme is appropriate to their circumstances of relatively small areas of land held as crofts.

   A visit by Commission staff to Balmacara Estate, which is owned by the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) allowed an early evaluation of the Traditional Croft Management Scheme developed by NTS for use of their tenant crofters. The scheme is being piloted in three townships at present with about 23 crofters participating. NTS have tailored their options to meet local environmental objectives and there is an on going monitoring program of habitat enhancement and species numbers to ascertain if the scheme is meeting the aims and objectives that have been set.  

Building on this initiative by NTS the resulting proposal for change to SRDP advanced in this Paper is the creation of a selective list of options grouped together under a single package aimed specifically at small agricultural units and within the existing Rural Development Contract Land Manager Options Scheme.  As RDC-LMO is a non competitive scheme and can be completed in paper form, compared to SRDP-RP, this makes for a readily accessible and straightforward single package to complete.  The package would be subject to a 5 year contract.

The package design is as follows:

Title         Rural Land Management.
     Options

6.     Conservation Land Management Plan.

7.     Retention Of Breeding Cattle.

8.     Management Of Species-Rich Grassland.

9.     Mown Grassland for Wildlife.

10.     Rotational Cropping.

These options would deploy as follows:

Option 1: the conservation land management plan would comprise a compulsory element of the undertaking in the package. This option is to act as a baseline for the improvement of future land management activities on the holding. A straightforward template would be created to allow applicants to complete a conservation plan for their unit.

Options 2-5 would be voluntary.

Payment rates for participants would have a minimum rate for    

undertaking option 1 only, and a maximum rate for the selection of all 5 options

per year for the 5 year contract of the package. Rates will be a standard cost per option and not linked to an area base. However their would be a minimum area or quantity linked to the option/s undertaken.

As this package is designed for small units the eligibility criteria for participation 

would be the IACS registered business requirement of not exceeding 20 hectare

of land excluding apportionments and common grazings shares.

The selected options already exist under Rural Priorities and have done also under     previous agric-environment schemes like the Rural Stewardship Scheme and the Countryside Premium Scheme which therefore makes the creation of the package relatively straight forward and cost neutral.

Locating the package in a different scheme from Rural Priorities is key to enabling successful access for small units. 

      A similar package of options could also be designed for common grazings. Options such as a moorland management plan and the associated activities related to the land management would form this package.  There is a potential 640,000 hectares of common grazing land that could deliver economic and public benefits if straight forward access to support schemes was available.  

    Benefits Objectives Aims

A national scheme based on the NTS concept of supporting traditional crofting    practices would ensure actively worked croft landscapes are preserved and so secure that element of biodiversity in the crofting counties.  Both landscape and biodiversity preservation and enhancement are outcomes sought through SRDP. 

Also worth noting is the Committee of Inquiry On Crofting Report 2008 by professor Mark Shucksmith which  recommended a non-discretionary scheme for crofters and small farmers with the following features which is consistent with the proposals of this paper.

· Simple menu scheme

· Single, simplified payment

· Tiered to ensure that smaller units are adequately incentivized

· Easy Access 

· Simple plan

· Based on outputs rather than prescriptive management.

The COI report goes on to recommend further detailed research is needed to identify measures relevant to crofting areas and their diversity. 

Conclusion

A development of SRDP as outlined at above would effectively open the scheme to crofters, be consistent with the views expressed by the Committee of Inquiry and be cost neutral.

     The Commission would be glad to discuss any aspect of this paper.
Crofters Commission

March 2009
                                                                                                       APPENDIX D
ARTICLE 68 COMMON AGRICULTURE POLICY

HEALTH CHECK CONSULTATION.

This paper sets out the Crofters Commission response to the CAP consultation in the use of options under Article 68.

The Crofters Commission aims are to promote occupancy of crofts, active land use, and shared management by crofters, as means of sustaining and enhancing rural communities.  Crofters Commission resources are being directed into fragile areas (defined by Highlands and Islands Enterprise) to help sustain rural population.

We believe Article 68(1) (c) development and restructuring option using 10% top slicing of Single Farm Payment (SFP) could potentially have significant benefits for rural communities in fragile areas if the funds raised from top slicing were correctly targeted and developed through three key components. 

Land Use: - Active land use management in the form livestock grazing, especially through a mixed grazing regime creates and sustains biodiversity and the rural landscape objectives for species and habitats as identified in the local regional Biodiversity Action Plan. 

Shared Management: - Research has shown that rural communities are more stable where they work together. In crofting terms this relates to the management of common grazings. This collaboration of managing land has significant social cohesion benefits if funding is directed to promote this activity.

Occupation: - The positive consequence of creating funding opportunities in fragile rural communities is the retention end possible enhancement of the local population.

In conclusion the Crofters Commission support the proposal for ending the current Scottish Beef Calf Scheme (SCBS) national envelope and the introduction of a livestock grazing scheme linked to biodiversity and rural landscape benefits.  

