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THE FUTURE OF SCOTTISH AGRICULTURE 

Summary of Regional Consultation Events, Autumn 2015 

BACKGROUND  

In June 2015 the Scottish Government released a discussion document, The Future 
of Scottish Agriculture, setting out a vision and strategy for farming in Scotland in the 
next decades. It is an open consultation, with the Government keen to spread the 
debate beyond the usual suspects.  

Nourish Scotland supported this initiative by organising a series of 8 events across 
Scotland in November and December 2015. The events provided opportunities for 
attendees to reflect on, discuss and influence the direction agriculture should be 
going. To support these events, Nourish also produced a briefing paper outlining the 
scale of farming in Scotland, discussing some of the challenges faced by the sector 
and summarising the Scottish Government’s document. Summaries have been 
produced of all these individual meetings and are available on the Nourish website. 
In addition, Nourish produced a Survey Monkey survey covering similar questions to 
those explored at the events and the results of this have been incorporated in this 
summary and forwarded to the Scottish Government. Nourish will also provide its 
own substantive response to the consultation in the new year, drawing on the 
themes put forward during these events.  

Events, Attendance and Partners  

Nourish hosted events in Edinburgh (in association with Edible Edinburgh), Glasgow 
(in association with NG Homes), Fife (Kinghorn), Aberdeen, Inverness, Oban (in 
association with Local Origins Rural Network), Dumfries (in association with 
Dumfries and Galloway Council) and Stirling (in association with Scottish Natural 
Heritage).    

Attendance levels varied from around a dozen through to thirty. Approximately 170 
people came to these events over the course of the 8 meetings. Attendees included 
students, farmers, smallholders, crofters, wholesalers, academics, local elected 
representatives, community workers and volunteers, members of local ethnic 
communities and NGOs. In addition, a number of people attended who are not 
involved in food and farming but have an active interest in it. The varied backgrounds 
of attendees led to some interesting debates and the exchange of ideas.  Although 
there were some very diverse views expressed, the discussions were productive and 
collaborative in nature.  

Format of the Events 

All the events followed a common format to allow for easy comparison of answers 
and to track trends across the events. The events were framed around 3 questions:  
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• What is farming for?  
• What benefits do we get from farming & how should we pay for these?  
• How does farming need to change to survive and prosper?  

The workshop activities were carried out in small groups with some plenary feedback 
and discussion. Before discussion commenced attendees heard a springboard 
statement to help frame the issues and provide some context for discussion. This 
was a 5 minute presentation from Nourish with accompanying slides, highlighting 
some of the current issues in farming, such as climate change and emissions, an 
ageing demographic, supplier relationships and income levels for farming and the 
contribution of the sector to jobs, the environment, and the economy. At 7 of the 
events a local farmer then gave a second springboard talking about the challenges 
and opportunities they experienced in their work.  

Participants explored the three questions, and discussed the vision set out in the 
Scottish Government paper. They also explored key areas of the consultation in 
more detail. At the end of the time spent on key issues, we had a round of table 
feedback, ensuring that tables could hear what others had come up with.  

Nourish then provided a brief verbal summary of the key themes arising from 
discussion. Attendees were thanked for their time and their contributions, and 
encouraged to respond via Survey Monkey, or directly to the Scottish Government 
consultation, via email or appropriate social media channels. Finally, in concluding, 
we asked attendees to consider what they or their organisation could do to contribute 
to the future of Scottish farming and how we can work more effectively together.  

INITIAL DISCUSSION: EXPLORING THE ISSUES 

What is farming for? What benefits does it provide and how should we pay for 
these? 

After our springboard session, we asked attendees to work in small groups to reflect 
on and discuss the question of “What is farming for”.  

Responses to this question largely fell within three themes; food and nutrition, 
stewardship and contribution to the rural economy.  

Under food and nutrition, attendees felt that the primary purpose of farming was to 
feed our people. Within this, particular recognition was paid to producing food that 
was described as natural, healthy, sustainable, organic, high quality and/or 
traceable. Many attendees also made positive references to food sovereignty, food 
security or self-sufficiency.  

On environmental stewardship, attendees noted that our food production systems 
potentially help to manage our land in a way that protects our soil, wildlife, habitats 
and countryside so that they can be enjoyed by future generations. Responses 
emphasised that land being managed in this way is a public benefit or good. Other 
potential public benefits from responsible land management included renewable 
energy, public access for recreation, biodiversity, enhanced animal welfare and 
carbon management.  
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On contribution to the rural economy, attendees recognised farming’s role in 
providing incomes and meaningful employment, supporting rural communities, 
keeping rural areas populated and connecting people to the land. Farming’s 
contribution to the overall food and drink (and tourism) sector was also recognised.  

Many attendees also recognised the importance of farming in connecting animals, 
people, communities and the earth, maintaining our traditions and heritage and in 
bridging the urban/rural divide. 

When asked how we should pay for these benefits, there was a general agreement 
that public goods (such as ecosystem services) delivered through farming could and 
should be delivered through the public purse. There was also general support for 
public money being used to support education and to drive innovation, especially in 
relation to sustainability and the development of short supply chains. However, some 
attendees wanted to see subsidies and payments restricted to only those who were 
actively farming and working the land. 

Many attendees felt that we needed to value our food more and that we should be 
prepared to emphasise the need to make quality products, and pay a “fair price” for 
them, which reflects the costs of production. Balanced with this was the need for 
food to be affordable and accessible for everyone, with some suggesting that the 
average wage needed to rise to ensure this was possible. There was general 
support for a “whole life”, “true cost” or other such system of pricing, which reflects 
the costs of our resource use decisions and production inputs along with transport, 
storage, distribution and disposal costs.  

Some attendees also believed that lower input farming techniques, more effective 
resource use, increased co-operation and increased innovation had potential to cut 
costs considerably.  

How does farming need to change in order to survive and prosper?  

Responses to this question largely fell within four areas, these being valuing our 
food, connecting our food and farming with our communities, ensuring our farming 
practices are sustainable and rebalancing our relationships within the food 
production sector.  

One of the biggest themes underlying these meetings was the perception that we 
need to value our food production and food producers more. Attendees felt that we 
needed more contact and better connections between farming and communities, so 
that we understand where our food comes from and how it is produced. There were 
various suggestions for how this could be achieved, ranging from developing short 
supply chains and encourage more direct buying and selling of produce (cutting out 
the middle man), greater promotion of food and farming in schools and other 
education, and more help for community supported agriculture and co-operative type 
models.   

Change will need to come from more than just farmers. Consumers and Government 
also have roles to play. Another common theme expressed across the consultation 
period was the need for government policies to join up. Farming and food need to be 
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much better connected with health, social justice, planning and environment policy, 
research and strategy. Land use and land availability were particular issues, with 
prices being driven up by competing land uses.  

Attendees also recognised that in order to value our food we need to pay fair farm-
gate prices and fair wages within the food and farming sector. There was a general 
desire from farmers to have more control over their farming decisions. Farmers felt 
that having more control would help empower them to make the right decisions and 
that the lack of control affected their wellbeing currently. There was also an 
acknowledgment that farming could be an isolated profession and that farmers 
sometimes found it hard to network, pool resources and get support.  

There was also a general perception that too much power is held by large agri-
corporations and supermarkets and that intervention to change this power balance 
may be required to restore fairness in our farming systems. Many attendees felt 
there was too much emphasis on exports currently, with one saying “currently its 
whisky and salmon multinationals and supermarkets making most of the profits of 
Scottish Agriculture. Profits need to be distributed more equitably along the supply 
chain with a fair share for farmers”.  

On the need to ensure our farming practices and processes are sustainable, there 
was a general view that subsidies should be being deployed to encourage greener 
and more responsible farming practices. There was considerable support for the 
development of less resource intensive and greener farming methods such as agro-
ecology, agro-forestry, organics and permaculture. There was also a desire to 
reduce monocultures and support smaller and more diversified farms, including 
farms in urban areas. The importance of protecting our carbon, reducing GHG 
emissions and addressing climate change was also highlighted by many people as 
was need for our future diets to be less meat and more plant based. Reducing levels 
of food waste was also raised as a priority area for change.  

THE VISION  

We then moved on to looking at the Scottish Government’s vision for the Future of 
Scottish Agriculture, which is that “Scotland has a green, innovative and profitable 
agriculture industry which is outward-looking and resilient, supporting our economic 
growth, environment and communities and contributing to global food security.”  

We first asked attendees to identify what they liked about it, what aspects of the 
vision were attractive to them and what words they were most drawn to.  

Generally people welcomed the consultation as the start of a process of change and 
saw the vision as a useful starting point. Many commented that the vision was hard 
to argue with. People particularly liked the references to innovation, resilience, 
communities, and environment.  Specifically, attendees  

• Welcomed the aspirational nature of the vision 
• Liked the recognition of all aspects of sustainable development as being of 

equal importance  
• Liked the idea of farmers being empowered with more options  
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• Liked the recognition that green is at the forefront of better farming  
• Were positive about the idea that farming and communities can be aligned 

and interact more and that farming’s contribution to the community 
(environmentally, socially and economically) can be recognised.  

• Liked the recognition that we need to be more resilient to shocks and to 
innovate and align what our farming offers with consumer demand. People 
liked seeing farming as innovative and forward thinking, creative, not old 
fashioned and out-dated.   

Attendees were then asked to identify areas they were less keen on in the vision and 
to identify how the vision could be improved.  

Some attendees were fairly cynical about the vision, with various people describing it 
as “too much motherhood and apple pie”, “written by committee”, “lowest common 
denominator” or being “obviously written by someone in a city”. Others questioned 
where the balance would be struck between competing facets of the vision and how 
such a sweeping systemic change would actually be delivered. More specifically:  

• There was very mixed feedback in relation to being outward looking and 
contributing to global food security. While some welcomed a more globally 
inter-connected view, many attendees felt that we need to change focus from 
global food security to local food security. There was a perception that “we 
risk being too outward looking and neglecting local need”. Instead attendees 
wanted a focus on “providing affordable, accessible, healthy, sustainable food 
for people and providing environmental stewardship”.   

• There were mixed views on the use of the word “green”. While some liked it, 
many felt it was ambiguous or too vague and suggested making references to 
sustainability or sustainable development or to tackling climate change 
instead. Some also wanted more priority given to animal welfare issues, agro-
forestry, organics and other low carbon farming techniques. 

• There were mixed views on the references to profitability and economic 
growth. Many attendees wanted less emphasis on exports and profit and 
more emphasis on health, education and social justice. Similarly many 
attendees objected to the word “industry” and wanted to use “food systems” or 
“food production systems” instead. Many questioned how profit would be 
defined and wanted a wider definition of success than simply individual profit.   

• Many wanted the vision to value farmers more and to do more to restore a 
better power balance in the food system. Many attendees wanted an explicit 
goal of moving towards a fairer farming and food system.  

• Many also wanted to see us promoting a much more diverse farming sector 
and developing a vision which can be adapted to meet the needs of our 
different regions and sectors, rather than imposing a big centralised vision.  

KEY AREAS 

We gave our attendees a sheet with 6 key areas marked up onto it. We also left two 
spaces blank for attendees to capture any other areas that came up in discussion. 
We prompted them with 6 key questions relating to the areas marked on the sheet:  
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• How do we encourage new entrants into farming and make sure that it is an 
attractive career option?  

• How do we improve training, support and advice to farmers?  
• How do we better target our research and make sure it is used effectively?  
• How can we make our farming practices more environmentally friendly, while 

ensuring farmers can earn a living in a competitive global market?  
• Are there new models of working that we need to develop? New ways of 

buying and selling?  
• How can we support our farmers and communities to work together more 

closely?  

There were a number of very detailed points made by attendees during discussion at 
individual events. The following represents just a summary of the main themes or 
ideas that cropped up across the series of meetings.  A more detailed account of the 
points raised at each meeting can be found in the individual event summaries.  

On new entrants, attendees were primarily concerned with ensuring that a more 
diverse range of people could enter the sector and gain access to land. Other 
specific points made included the need to:  

• Facilitate/broker access to land. We need to look at new models for this. Can 
we develop community ownership models, starter farms, share-farming or 
create more crofts? What about a land ballot system for public or charitably 
owned land? 

• Examine land use around our cities and ensure that the planning system 
protects land for growing purposes, not just for retail, transport or housing 
developments 

• Ensure that tenant farmers have better rights and protections 
• Develop clear pathways in and out of farming. Re-examine the regime 

surrounding succession to make it easier for farmers to retire and pass their 
land on for productive use (taxation issues were raised as a specific barrier)  

• Attract a more diverse range of people to a wider range of farming and 
growing activities, including in urban areas. People need to see people like 
them!   

• Develop better education about sustainable food production, for example 
through school growing and cooking projects, so children have more early 
involvement, value the profession and see it as a valid career option. Share 
our success stories!  

• Ensure that new entrants are eligible for financial support/subsidies and 
business support advice  

On the provision of training, support and advice, attendees felt the current 
system was very one-size-fits-all. They wanted to see a more flexible, experiential 
model of training, with an emphasis on continuous skills development. Specifically, 
attendees said:  

• We need to break the SRUC model of training/review the current curriculum. It 
is too heavily weighted towards big industry and not smaller scale, local food 
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production. We can’t create change if we don’t expose people to what is 
possible when they are learning.  

• We should do more to support connections between new entrants and 
existing farmers – provide mentoring, peer to peer support and placements 

• We should develop innovative apprenticeships tied into school leaver 
opportunities. It shouldn’t just be children from farming families that go into 
farming.  

• We need access to training in wider skills such as marketing and finance and 
advice on diversification strategies  

• Training needs to be affordable, flexible, tailored to individual needs and have 
a variety of access points. We should be looking at making life long 
development the norm. Training should be capable of responding to local 
needs and opportunities.  

• Training needs to tie into knowledge sharing and peer-to-peer support. We 
need really high quality advisory services who know about sustainable 
farming techniques and can deliver on-farm advice 

• We need to develop the monitor/demonstration farm network so it has better 
coverage and showcases more innovative and sustainable techniques 

On research, attendees wanted to see a far greater emphasis on researching and 
promoting greener farming and on involving farmers in research, along with better 
dissemination of the findings. Specifically, attendees wanted:  

• More funding allocated to research on smaller scale or greener agriculture 
such as ago-ecology and agro-forestry research and low carbon farming  

•  A greater emphasis on co-production of research with farmers and more 
funding for farmer-led research and development networks  

• More transparency in research. There was a degree of wariness about the 
extent to which current research agendas are funded/tied into big agri-
companies  

• Better tie-ins between research and farmer training opportunities. Research 
should be used to support knowledge transfer and promote positive change.  

• Better links between research and policy agendas, eg improved linkages 
between health, environment, farming and communities  

• A shared open-access platform providing wider access to user-friendly 
research findings  

On new ways of working, there was a huge level of interest in developing short 
supply chains based on more direct contact between producers and buyers, such as 
markets and box schemes. There was also lots of support for developing smaller 
scale and urban farming, farmer based co-operative models and community 
supported agriculture. Specific points raised included:  

• We need to do more to connect farmers and communities so consumers know 
what products are available. There should be more emphasis on local, 
seasonal food.   

• We should do more to diversify and ensure small-scale, mixed farms can 
access local markets. To do this we need improved local infrastructure to 
process, package and distribute goods 
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• We need to encourage a more mixed economy including social enterprises, 
co-operatives, and community outlets. Need to encourage more collaboration 
and resource sharing within the sector.   

• We need to allow for different models within the food production system – 
different regions, land types and types of farming have different support 
needs. We need to communicate better within the agriculture sector and 
ensure all sectors have a voice.  

• We need to ensure our business models can respond to consumer demand 
and market trends. Consider what more can be done to add value on-farm or 
in processing. Develop new markets and new products.   

On protecting the environment, attendees wanted to see much more support for 
less intensive, lower-input production models that can protect our soil and 
biodiversity. Other specific points raised included the need to: 

• Apply a circular economy approach to farming, looking at the whole-life costs 
of food production and resource use decisions 

• “This is about food, not commodities”. We should be improving health not 
increasing profits; we should only fund sustainable farming.  

• Reduce food miles, excess packaging and waste  
• Land use decisions and subsidies need to be tailored to the region/farm. Eg 

arable on more fertile land, extensive farming on rough grazing  
• We should move away from monocultures, develop exemplar models of eco-

friendly farming practices and do more to support organic conversion/farming 
and other sustainable models  

• Clarify messages on environmentally friendly farming: many farmers felt there 
were too many conflicting messages  

On supporting our farmers, attendees wanted to see much better connections 
between food, farming and communities, and wanted to see fair prices and fair 
wages in the sector. Specifically, attendees said:  

• We need to value our food. We have to make farming sexy!  
• There should be more food skills and healthy eating taught in schools – plus 

talks by farmers so children understand where food comes from 
• We should look for ways to help our farmers grow for local community 

projects - our food should be grown in/by/for the community. We should 
reward those who grow and produce better quality, healthier food.  

• We should support the living wage and develop higher quality jobs in farming 
and food  

• Farm-gate prices should reflect the cost of production – can we develop a fair-
trade model for Scottish farmers?  

• We need to examine the regulatory system and ensure transparency and 
accountability from big corporations and supermarkets. TTIP was seen as a 
further threat to improving the power balance.  
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Other issues identified included:  

• Fair prices for farmers need to be balanced with affordable prices for 
consumers – we need to tackle food poverty. “Local food can’t be a luxury; it 
needs to be accessible to all”.  

• There were mixed views on the potential application of GM technology. Some 
attendees felt Scottish agriculture risked being left behind, while others fully 
supported the Scottish Government’s ban on growing GM.  

• We need to draw more linkages between farming, food and public health. 
Specifically, we should be using our farming system to promote more 
sustainable diets; we should grow and eat more plants and fibre and less 
meat  

• We need to support connections between the soil and society and recognise 
and support our food culture. We have to educate consumers. We need to 
demonstrate the value of farming beyond food.  

• We need to work on procurement so that procurement standards don’t create 
unnecessary waste. Ensure our public procurement supports local businesses 
producing sustainable, healthy, food.  

• Food policy needs to reflect the food needs of the nation and this must flow 
through to research and development. National policies need to be consistent 
and work together. We need to involve farmers more in policy making.   

• Historically the pace of change has been very slow in the sector; we need to 
take it up a gear. We must respond to trends and lead change.  
 

CONCLUSION  

Our events covered a broad spectrum of issues and attendees responses included a 
large number of sometimes very specific “asks”. However, underlying these asks 
were three recurring themes, these being diversity, connection and responsiveness.  

Diversity was a theme that flowed through many different topics. Scottish farming 
should not be seen as a homogenous entity. While a national vision is generally 
viewed as positive, there was also a desire for solutions that can be applied 
meaningfully across different regions and sectors. Scotland comprises very different 
land types, and we need a policy that works for different circumstances in different 
parts of the country. So, beneath the national policy level, there is room for a more 
fine-grained policy that responds to local needs. Our rural development plan and our 
local advisory services need to be able to respond to this desire for regional 
flexibilities.  

There was also a desire for diversity within the industry. People wanted to inject new 
blood into the industry, with a more diverse range of people entering farming. 
Attendees also wanted to see less monoculture and a farming system that involves 
more, smaller, mixed farms.  Attendees also wanted to see us producing a wider 
range of products with farms increasingly able to diversify their offering.  

Attendees wanted our food and farming systems to connect more. Again, this applies 
on a number of levels. At government level, people wanted farming policy to connect 
to other government policies on food, fairness, health and environment. They wanted 
our research to connect better with farmers and practitioners, and our training to be 
more experiential and less institutionalised. Farming was seen as intrinsically 
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connected to environmental stewardship and attendees wanted this connection to be 
reflected in how we pay for our food.  

There was a real groundswell of interest in how we can better connect our farms and 
our communities. Ideas for how to do this ranged from education (with food and 
farming being better linked to the curriculum), to farmers markets, box schemes and 
other ways of developing short supply chains and direct purchasing arrangements 
between farmers and communities.  

Attendees wanted to see a more flexible, innovative and responsive farming system. 
People want to see farming take a lead in producing and promoting healthy, 
sustainable food to feed our communities. They want to see farming respond to 
changing consumer trends and demands and develop new products, new markets 
and new ways of selling and interacting with customers. They want to see a farming 
system that can respond to environmental challenges, tackling climate change, 
reducing emissions and enhancing our resilience. Whilst being aware of the 
challenges, there was a real sense that we have an opportunity to take the lead and 
embrace change and innovation.  We need to empower our farmers to work with our 
communities and develop a sustainable, fair, productive food system.  

 

Nourish Scotland 

17 December 2015 

 


