Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 17:  How are agri-environment schemes represented in the CS2000 field survey sample?  What evidence is there that agri-environment schemes have contributed to the changes in the Broad Habitats and landscape features recorded in CS2000?

[Posted 06/01/03]

The following Policy Context Statement was drafted in May, and takes account of comments made by attendees at the May FOCUS workshop:

Agri-environment schemes in the UK are government funded schemes designed to maintain and enhance the landscape, wildlife and historical interest of areas of the countryside. The first of these schemes to be introduced was the Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) Scheme, which was established in 1987 under the 1986 Agriculture act and originally designated 5 areas in England as ESA’s (extending to 22 areas by 1993). Under this scheme farmers and landowners receive annual payments for entering into 10-year management agreements that require them to manage their land according to a set of management prescriptions. The Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS), which operates outside the ESA’s, was open for applications in 1991 and is the governments main scheme for the wider countryside, under which farmers are paid grants to conserve landscapes and features. Each county has specific targets for landscape features that are important within their area. 

Other schemes which have been introduced subsequently include the Organic Aid Scheme which ran from 1996-1999 when it was replaced by the Organic Farming Scheme (OFS), the Farm Woodland Premium Scheme (FWPS) which begun in 1992, the Habitat Scheme which ran from 1994 until it was incorporated into Countryside Stewardship in 2000, the Moorland Scheme which began in 1995 and was later incorporated into Countryside Stewardship, the Nitrate Sensitive Areas Scheme which ran between 1996 and 1998 and the very small scale Countryside Access Scheme which ran between 1994 and 1997 before becoming part of Countryside Stewardship. Since the advent of the England Rural Development Plan (EDRP) in 2000, many previously existing schemes have been re-organised and new ones implemented, however, this question concerns only the schemes described above which were operating during the period 1990-1998.

Whilst the schemes described above operated in England, as a result of devolution, schemes operating in Wales and Scotland differed slightly. As well as the above, specific to Wales was Tir Cymen which opened in Oct 1992 and closed to applications in April 1998 (Tir Gofal, its successor began in April 1999 and will ultimately incorporate many of its predecessors). In Scotland the Environmentally Sensitive Area Scheme, the Countryside Premium Scheme, and the Organic Aid Scheme ran during the period 1990-1998.

The agri-environment schemes are important to the UK government in terms of their contribution towards achieving the objectives of the ERDP and the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (HMSO 1994) which identifies agri-environment measures as one of the key instruments to be used to achieve its goals. For the ERDP, the EU require information about the nature and extent of scheme uptake, as well as an evaluation of their impact. The evaluation will need to assess the outcomes of the programmes in relation to stated objectives and targets in the ERDP. Biodiversity goals are to be achieved through both the Environmentally Sensitive Areas Scheme (ESAs) and the Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS). The extent to which biodiversity has been maintained or enhanced by agri-environmental measures through the protection of species on farmland, the conservation of high nature-value habitats and the enhancement of environmental infrastructure will be considered at both national and regional levels. 
In addition, a review of Agri-environment schemes is currently being carried out by DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) as a result of concerns about the complexity of the current system. The results from this review will feed into the mid-term review for the ERDP with the main focus on the ESA’s and CSS but the review will also consider the FWPS, OFS, and HFA. The scope of this review is broad, it will consider the performance of existing schemes (including methods for monitoring performance), scheme objectives, relationship to other schemes and policy instruments and the basis of payments and will provide a follow up to Hills Task Force & Policy Commission. 

This question investigates the extent to which Countryside Survey data can be used to explore the impacts of agri-environment schemes on the wider countryside. The starting point is to examine the representation of agri-environment schemes in Countryside Survey samples. Countryside Survey data provides an ideal control dataset representing the ‘wider picture’ of the British countryside and providing a context with which to compare to land under agreement. The 1km survey squares were randomly chosen and detailed information for landscape features such as hedges, stonewalls, land-cover and the condition of vegetation collected. The same features and habitats are being monitored to assess the effectiveness of agri-environment schemes, and there is a desire to use the Countryside Survey data as reference data with which to compare the monitoring of agri-environment schemes. Although some monitoring of agri-environment schemes has attempted to compare agreement land with non-agreement land there are problems with this. For example, sampling strategies for the ESA monitoring schemes were set up before the land was entered into agreement and subsequently some of the land originally not in agreement came under agreement thereby rendering the comparison invalid. There may also be fundamental differences between agreement and non-agreement land relating to the farmer’s choice to enter the scheme. The recent monitoring of the Countryside Stewardship scheme characterised the ecological quality of land within the scheme by using the same methods as CS and comparing subsequent results in terms of Broad and Priority habitats (CEH 2001). If CS2000 data is to be used as a control data set, it  is useful to know to what extent the agri-environment schemes are represented within the CS squares. 

If CS data can provide valuable information on agri-environmental schemes both as a control data set and as a monitoring tool to assess the performance of land under agreement it will provide a valuable tool for policy makers.
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