Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 2:  What was the amount and character, in term of Broad Habitat, parcel size and location of land that was recorded as newly cultivated in CS2000?

[Posted 06/01/03]
The 1990s have been characterised by important modifications in the policy context of agriculture, notably, for arable land, the implementation of the Macsharry reforms (1992) and the development of Agenda 2000 (for a review see Winter and Smith, 2001). Market trends have fluctuated widely, with an increase in farming income in the early 1990s followed by a fall in the economic returns to agriculture from 1996 onwards. Haines-Young and MacNally (2001) suggest in their review of drivers of countryside change that British agriculture in the 1990s experienced three different processes: consolidation, specialisation and diversification. One trend of specialisation is for example the increase in cereal farm numbers observed in some areas of Britain (Kiddle, 2001) suggesting that, although the overall area of agricultural land decreased, farmers have not halted expansion of arable area. The loss of permanent grasslands to cereals and other crops is a trend noted in some parts of Britain (see Haines-Young and MacNally, 2001, p29). 

More recently, governments have developed the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulation
 for projects involving the conversion of uncultivated land and semi-natural areas into intensive agricultural production (part of Directive 85/337/EEC as amended by Directive 97/11/EC, or ‘uncultivated land provisions’ in the UK). 

Consultation exercises carried out in 2001 by DEFRA and SERAD
 highlighted a number of questions related to i) the identification of projects where EIA will be required and the need for “a short list of illustrative projects updated in the light of experience” or “a comprehensive list of probable projects” and also ii) a definition of what might constitute “significant environmental effects”.

Uncultivated lands identified in the consultation exercises were:

· Permanent grassland, defined as grassland which has been in grassland since at least 1991 and has not been reseeded or improved to an extent that plant characteristic of unimproved grassland constitute less than 20% of the sward by area. This definition corresponds to the Broad Habitats types “neutral grassland”, “acid grassland” and “calcareous grassland” of the Biodiversity Action Plan.

· Heathland and moorlands: this category corresponds to the Broad Habitats types “Dwarf shrub heath”, “Bracken”, “Fen, marsh and swamp” and “Bog”.

· Wetlands, coastal and floodplain grazing, scrubland 

The new EIA Regulations are being applied since February 2002 to projects in England under the competent authority of DEFRA (http://www.defra.gov.uk/eia). 
The regulations do not define “uncultivated land and semi-natural habitats” any further than was done the consultation exercises and uses the same typology of land where EIA is to be applied (see list above). They also contain a list of the types of projects covered by the EIA procedures, which ‘will be reviewed in the light of experience’. 

Estimates of the amount of newly cultivated land in the UK, and in countries within the UK, have been derived from successive Countryside Surveys and related projects since 1984 (see http://www.cs2000.org.uk/). However, there is a lack of information as to the characteristics of parcels that were converted into crops in term of use and ecological condition.

This piece of work will examine aspects of the CS databases where uncultivated land and semi-natural areas were converted into intensive agricultural production between 1990 and 1998. It will quantify for each Broad Habitat type the amount of land that was converted and describe for the main types of converted land their previous condition (primary, condition and use codes, vegetation characteristics). Finally, this project will document the previous spatial characteristics of parcels of land converted in term of size, adjacency and overall composition of the 1km square. 
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