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

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.

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.
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