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1. Executive Summary
This report captures the insight, feedback and considerations highlighted during 
engagement with Welsh farmers to inform the development of the proposed Sustainable 
Farming Scheme (SFS) for Wales.
The project explored farmer views on specific topics to inform the development of the 
SFS:
a. Outreach
b. Soil management
c. Habitat management (ecosystem resilience)
d. Farm development opportunities
e. Animal health & welfare and livestock management
f. The Welsh language

Outreach
This project has gleaned that farmers are not against the concept of operating in a new 
way. Demonstrative and visual communication will be important in launching a new 
scheme and the terminology used needs to be clear and “to the point”.
Farmers are willing to complete the expression of interest (EoI) themselves. There appears 
to be a will to share data with Welsh Government, however the exact requirements, 
purpose and financial incentive or reward in doing so must be outlined.

For undertaking the farm sustainability review, most farmers would opt to choose their 
advisor/officer. Additionally, providing a clear mandatory / optional actions list with a 
full rationale of benefits would help farmers consider what fits best with their farming 
systems and any potential impacts on productivity and profitability. It was emphasised 
that joint decision making between the farmer and advisor will likely result in longer term 
benefits and ownership of actions. It was also expressed that if the sharing of existing 
data would ease the administration of the scheme, it would be a welcome process. 

In relation to the farm sustainability plan, there appears to be an appetite for self-
assessment within the scheme with suggestions for a combined approach of web / app 
and paper based systems. Developing RPW online platforms was also perceived as a 
logical approach.

Understanding the baseline for rewarding actions within the scheme is important for 
farmers, one commented: “It is critical that we understand the value of existing actions 
- what is Welsh Government’s methodology for defining the baseline from which action 
can be appropriately rewarded”. Defining actions and proposals was discussed as being a 
first step for the development of the scheme. Establishing payment rates and tolerances 
were also important considerations for farmers. 

Soil Management
Farmers are generally giving soils a great deal of thought, and there was 
acknowledgement that some practices were not best practice in terms of soil 
husbandry. Farmers were of the view that they have the right skills in place to manage
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their soil and a continuation of assistance with soil sampling and introducing support 
for liming would be effective interventions in improving soil management. 

An understanding of the Welsh Government’s aim and vision relative to soil management 
was cited as important. Clear views were expressed that previous schemes have not 
facilitated neighbour collaboration. The attractiveness of entering a scheme is dependent 
on a number of factors, but the economic appeal will be paramount, further discussion 
once more detail on the proposals and actions of the scheme is available would be useful 
for farmers.

The importance of a trusted project officer was deemed by farmers to be key to the 
scheme’s success.

Habitat Management (Ecosystem Resilience)
Farmers are of the view that land is delivering both habitat and production and 
particularly receptive to the idea of delivering both food and other environmental goods 
on the land, where this can be done in a complementary way.

Whilst it was expressed that more detailed information is needed on scheme outcomes, 
farmers are confident that they have or could develop or acquire the skills required to 
favourably manage habitats. It was noted however that the definition of ‘payment by 
outcome’ is causing uncertainty. Exploration on the use of technology in monitoring 
and reporting as part of the SFS scheme is encouraged.

Farmers feel they should be rewarded for the good work they are doing already to protect 
habitats, and not be penalised for it. Future support was suggested to concentrate on 
assisting farmers to maintain and improve the quality of protected areas. Developing 
a scheme regionally to align with Natural Resources Wales’ Area Statements would 
require further communication as awareness by farmers is very low.

Farm Development Opportunities
The scheme should use credible, trusted and respected consultants who are suitably 
qualified and experienced for views and suggestions to be taken seriously. Whilst very 
few farmers had undertaken a formal written SWOT analysis, many had considered 
this for their businesses on an informal basis. Farmers were generally supportive of the 
proposal to use a SWOT analysis approach to develop a farm business strategy.

Farmers did not want to be penalised for failing to reach business targets. Whilst there 
was general agreement that setting goals and targets are important and essential to 
drive business improvement, it was considered that payments should not be linked to 
reaching such targets due to the influence of external factors. 

Farmers felt support should be focused on improving productivity; a range of themes have 
been identified and considerations from existing schemes discussed with accessibility 
to support for all farm sizes viewed as important. 

Animal Health & Welfare and Livestock Management
Disease eradication specifically in relation to TB and sheep scab was by far the most 
important issue requiring Government assistance with health planning and it was 
perceived that Veterinary advice and involvement is a key feature of achieving good 
standards of animal health on Welsh farms. 

Cost and benefit were discussed as the main factors influencing decisions as to whether 
animal health protocols are implemented or not. Views that KPI monitoring and record 
keeping needs to be practical and relative were also shared. 

A Scheme specific intervention rewarding farmers meeting a required minimum 
standard of animal health & welfare was welcomed. Group discussions identified that 
face-to-face, on farm meetings are invaluable and current support networks were 
generally thought to be useful. 
The correlation between farmer mental health and animal health & welfare was also a 
concern. 

The Welsh Language
This entire co-design process was undertaken bilingually. The impact of the scheme 
on the Welsh language was the main consideration with some of the view that the 
prevalence of the Welsh language in rural areas could be a measure of the scheme’s 
success. Bilingual provision of the new scheme was viewed as important.

2. The Brief
The purpose of this project was to “directly engage with individual farmers, land managers 
and other relevant stakeholders, draw on their experience through constructive 
discussions and gather their insights on the actions and proposals”. 
The brief has allowed for constructive dialogue and exploration of views and current 
practices by participants on various themes relevant to the scheme. Due to the stage 
of policy development, these discussions were centred on high level proposals rather 
than detailed scheme design. Some participants noted their expectation for the co-
design project to be an opportunity to discuss and consider more detailed proposals 
and actions than what had been developed.

This report format is as follows: 
• Section A which focuses on development of the farm sustainability review, the 

farm sustainability plan and expression of interest. 
• Section B which focuses on the topics and actions within the scheme relative 

to soil husbandry, animal health and welfare, habitat management (ecosystem 
resilience) and business development.
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3. Project timeline
The Covid 19 pandemic has had an impact on delivery timescales and engagement 
methods initially proposed as part of this project. Key dates are outlined in Table 1 below.

Table 1

ACTIVITY DATE

Online survey launched 10 March 2020

Final date for farmers to register and respond to the 
online survey

30 June 2020 

One-to-one meetings undertaken July and early August 2020

Group sessions undertaken (workshops) 21 September – 16 October 2020

4.  Methodology 
Recruitment - The first step as part of the recruitment process was to ask farmers to 
complete the survey. A communication plan was developed to ensure representative 
engagement from the sector and included the following recruitment methods:

• Social media and web/ print advertising and engagement
• Press and news/ media reporting
• Promotion by stakeholder networks and industry influencers
• Contact by SMS text message to the RPW online database 
• Direct contact by Menter a Busnes staff and facilitators to encourage participation.

The project sought to engage with all Welsh farmers and land managers through the 
communication plan; existing scheme databases were not accessed or used. A degree 
of resistance was received by some industry representatives due to the timing of this 
project and broader supply chain issues in the sector. Greater promotion and support 
from stakeholders could have increased awareness of the project and participation.

Whilst Menter a Busnes are satisfied that it has engaged with a representative sample 
of farmers and land managers in terms of age, farm type, sector, tenure, involvement 
with the Welsh Government schemes etc; it is impossible to be absolutely certain that 
the views represent all Welsh farmers and land managers.  

Selection – a framework was developed to select a sample representative of those who 
applied to participate in both the one-to-one discussions and group workshops, and 
make adjustments according to farming demographics in Wales. It was not possible to 
fully stratify by the farming population in Wales due to the level of data complexity.
This approach was taken to ensure fairness and to ensure a range of views were heard. 
The selection approach and procedure were agreed with the Welsh Government.

Survey –  this exercise was conducted by asking farmers to complete a survey online or 
by telephone by 30th June 2020. A total of 1,941 farmers participated in the survey.
Participants were initially asked a series of demographic questions in order to understand 
who was engaging with the project. Further questions were then asked on specific 
aspect of scheme design and an opportunity was to provide further free text comments. 
Aspects of the scheme explored as part of the survey were:

• Outreach
• Expression of interest
• Farm sustainability review
• Farm sustainability plan 

One-to-one discussions - 1,025 respondents to the survey (53%) expressed an interest in 
participating in a one-to-one discussions. 270 meetings were conducted and the topics 
discussed were:

Breakdown of number of meetings per topic

Due to the Covid 19 pandemic and social distancing regulations in place, one-to-one  
meetings were mainly conducted over the telephone with some via video link, and in 
one instance through written correspondence. Questions had been developed to gain 
insight and steer the conversations relative to the topics being explored. In order to 
ensure consistency in approach and quality of responses, a limited pool of experienced 
facilitators were engaged as part of this exercise. 

These discussions took on average one hour to complete, and as well as focusing on the 
topic in question, respondents were provided with an opportunity to provide feedback 
on the wider context of scheme design. A final question in each discussion focused on 
the scheme’s potential impact to the Welsh language.

Briefing notes to participants can be found at appendix 2, and questions in appendix 3. 
It is important to note that these notes were an aid for discussion and may not reflect 
the scheme’s final design.

68SOIL 
HUSBANDRY 67ANIMAL HEALTH 

AND WELFARE

68FARM DEVELOPMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 67HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

(Ecosystem Resilience)
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Group sessions - 1,119 respondents to the survey (58%) expressed  an interest in 
participating in a workshop. Due to Covid 19, the format was a virtual group based 
discussion and 28 sessions with a total of 129 participants were conducted between 21 
September and 16 October 2020, broken down as follows:

Breakdown of number of group sessions per topic

7SOIL 
HUSBANDRY 7ANIMAL HEALTH 

AND WELFARE

7FARM DEVELOPMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 7HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

(Ecosystem Resilience)

All group sessions were undertaken online using the ‘Zoom’ platform. Meetings were 
recorded and participants were able to join and contribute by video or audio. 

All sessions were a maximum 90-minutes long and each theme was facilitated by the 
same facilitator to ensure consistency of approach. For all themes, the sessions took place 
during the day with one additional evening session. Sessions were either conducted in 
Welsh or English subject to the preference of participants.

The context and questions asked as part of the group sessions were pre-agreed with the 
Welsh Government as a means of furthering discussion relative to specific aspects of the 
themes. Participants received a briefing note and the questions to be discussed as part 
of the group sessions beforehand. These built on the feedback raised in the one-to-one 
meetings and were used by the facilitators to frame the conversation on each topic. It 
is important to note these were an aid for discussion and may not reflect the scheme’s 
final design. These can be found in Appendix 4.

Targets for engagement were set according to Table 2:

Table 2 Target Achieved

Number of online surveys completed 1,941

Number of one-to-one sessions undertaken 270 270

Number of workshops 14 28

5. Summary of general observations and feedback
This engagement exercise was undertaken during lockdown restrictions of the Covid 19 
pandemic, and whilst events at the time may have influenced opinion, a conscious effort 
was made to broaden discussion points and prompt considerations from a longer-term 
perspective.

There was a genuine feeling amongst farmers that the new scheme should acknowledge 
the relationship between productive agriculture and sustainability of the environment. 
Farmers felt the need for a balanced approach is paramount, and believe there is now 
the opportunity to do that. They discussed that whilst production may be rewarded 
by market forces, the level at which farmers can deliver environmental outcomes is 
interdependent as profitable agriculture can deliver more public goods. These views 
were particularly prominent in both the survey responses and one-to-one discussions.

The importance of family farms and a fairer system that does not reward larger, but less 
productive holdings and landowners who are not actively farming was emphasised by 
many in the survey. 
Throughout this project there were strong views by participants that the scheme should 
support the next generation of farmers either through supporting new or young entrants 
or facilitating the retirement of the older generation. Ensuring that the scheme does not 
disadvantage smaller family farms and those farming marginal land were also cited as 
concerns in this respect.

Capped payments and a scheme that is based on the results of detailed modelling was 
suggested as a way of providing a greater degree of certainty and confidence to the 
credibility of what is proposed. Participants who engaged as part of this project were 
also eager for the scheme design to be a joint effort between farmers and the Welsh 
Government. Establishing a farmer group to work with Government officials and provide 
input at each key stage of design to improve sector buy-in and reduce the scepticism 
associated with the proposed Sustainable Farming Scheme to date has been suggested 
by farmers as part of this project. Communicating progress and activity with the wider 
sector was also cited as important in enabling farmers to plan for the future with a 
degree of certainty.

It was expressed by participants the language used needs to be relative and not policy 
orientated. Maintaining transparency in everything that is done so that farmers can 
understand the rationale was also a view that is important if the scheme is to be a 
partnership approach. Throughout the process farmers have expressed an interest in 
further dialogue once further information on the scheme proposals and actions are 
available.

The role of project officer or advisor was discussed at various opportunities. Competency, 
trust, neutrality and ability to jointly agree actions and outcomes were deemed essential 
attributes for this role to be effective. The importance of bilingual provision was also 
emphasised in this respect.
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The continuation and development of existing mechanisms to support Welsh farmers 
were also raised as important. RPW online, Farming Connect and industry projects 
such as HCC’s stoc+ and Animal Health and Welfare Wales’ Gwaredu BVD initiative were 
discussed as having positive attributes to be developed in the context of the new scheme. 

Mental health featured in discussions throughout this process, and various factors 
identified that contribute to a level of anxiousness in relation to future farm support. 
Farmers who took part in this co-design process did not appear resistant to change, 
but the current uncertainty on the effect of the proposed SFS to individual farming 
businesses is of concern.

Detailed considerations for each theme (soil management, habitat management 
[ecosystem resilience], farm development opportunities and animal health & welfare 
and livestock management) are discussed in Section B of this report with each chapter 
having a detailed overview of the discussions that took place during one-to-one and 
group based sessions.

6. Participant Demographics 
This exercise was conducted by asking farmers to complete a survey online or by 
telephone by 30 June 2020. A total of 1,941 farmers participated in the survey.

In order to help understand who was engaging with the project, farmers were asked a 
series of demographic questions when they registered. 

The ages of the participants were split as follows:

6.1 Survey Participant Age

6.2 Survey Participant Farm type

6.3 Survey Participant Sector

66% of those who participated in the survey were farming mixed holdings which have 
two or more sector enterprises. Respondents who had stated ‘other’ (68 participants) 
described their sector as forestry / agroforestry, grass let, conservation management 
and equine. 

6.4 Tenure, BPS & Glastir recipients, common land

Yes (%) No (%) Mixed of rented and 
owned (%)

Tenant Farmer 11% 55% 34%

BPS recipient 94% 6% -

Glastir recipient 39% 61% -

Rights to graze on common land 23% 77% -

Fig 1

Fig 2

Fig 3

Table 3
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7. Section A
7.1 Outreach

An Outreach programme was proposed in Sustainable Farming and our Land to take 
place before an applicant embarks on the Expression of Interest process. This outreach 
was proposed to focus on providing the support necessary to generate interest in the 
SFS and to encourage farmers to want to engage with The Welsh Government and other 
schemes. 

The aim of exploring this topic in the project was therefore to consider specific aspects 
of outreach, and how it could be undertaken in a meaningful way with farmers to 
encourage participation.  

The topic was explored through specific questions on the survey, which also provided an 
opportunity to provide further free text comments, and through the one-to-one sessions. 

Through the course of discussion with farmers as part of the co-design process there has 
been an underlying theme of a desire for partnership working. Whilst it is acknowledged 
that all schemes will not be suitable for all farmers, “encouraging farmers to want to 
engage” reflects some feedback of negative experiences with The Welsh Government in 
current schemes. 

Scheme Name

Positive comments were made about the scheme name, and the inclusion of ‘farming’ 
is an important attribute. A small number of suggestions were received suggesting a 
title more focused on land management and conservation. The main feedback on an 
alternative name was for greater emphasis on the future with “Farming for the future” 
suggested more than once.

The scheme name has already gained familiarity within the sector. Should the Welsh 
Government decide to change the name, it would be prudent to evaluate the attitudes 
towards the current name and need to review at this stage.

How do farmers feel about operating in a new way, and how can the Welsh Government 
support this?

The general view was that farmers are not against the concept of operating in a new 
way, however negative experiences were shared of past schemes, notably Glastir. 
It was commented that the Sustainable Farming Scheme is an idea in its current form 
which does not allow farmers to plan with confidence in the medium to long term. 
Providing clarity on all aspects including the results of modelling relative to farm types 
and sectors was mentioned as a way that would ease current anxieties and concerns. 
Comments were also made on current (and previous) schemes favouring larger

holdings (area based payments) holdings with hill land (Glastir) and dairy enterprises 
(FBG / SPG). There is an overriding concern that fairness is required in the new scheme 
that rewards the effort of family farms especially on marginal land. The importance of 
modelling was again mentioned relative to this issue as well as consideration of capped 
payments.

Ensuring that only ‘active farmers’ can receive support was also a view expressed- 
farmers see the new scheme as a way of addressing this issue. Some commented that 
the current definition of an ‘active farmer’ should be reviewed and examples cited of 
defined active farmers “not farming the land”.

Preference for different outreach events

As shown in Figure 4, respondents showed a preference for demonstrative and visual 
communication through a variety of online / in person, group and one-to-one approaches.
Some respondents also requested information to be provided via email and hard copy in 
order to have a reference point for the scheme requirements and rules. 

Discussion during one-to-one sessions, identified that a particular challenge will be to 
explain the shift from current prescriptions and rules that farmers are familiar with, to 
payment for outcomes proposed within the scheme.

Should tenancy scenarios be addressed within case studies of environmental 
management / business change?

From the one to one discussion with farmers, there was a sense that in some cases land 
has not been included in previous schemes due to insufficient tenancy term or more 
complex active farmer considerations. 

Fig 4
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Considering tenancy scenarios and addressing any common or perceived barriers to 
the inclusion of tenanted land as part of a case study will help. As already mentioned, 
consideration should also be given to the definition of ‘active farmer’ and who is to be 
rewarded by the scheme with specific guidance for landlord- tenant situations and 
alternative farming arrangements (share farming, contract farming etc).

What are farmer views on terminology?

The survey sought to explore views on terminology.

The term ‘outreach’ produced mixed responses, whilst a quarter of farmers thought it was 
suitable, nearly two thirds stated that they would ‘get used to it’. In the survey responses 
there was a definite view that such wording was not helpful in explaining any context 
and is not a term used generally by farmers. The term outreach was also sighted as 
being associated with poverty (community outreach) and telecoms. The Welsh version 
of ‘Allgymorth’ also refers to a negative connotation in that it is a shortened version of 
‘Alltud’. 

Words that represent the sharing of information, first steps in establishing a partnership, 
providing guidance, supporting the sector and engaging were suggested as alternatives. 
The term outreach was viewed as a negative starting point to the initiation of a partnership 
between Government and Welsh farmers in providing information and clarity at the 
scheme recruitment phase.

Should multiple business partners / family members be encouraged to attend outreach 
– i.e. younger and older generations – to encourage longer term / succession planning?

This question was asked directly as part of the survey “Where there are multiple business 
partners and/or family members involved in the farm business, should we encourage 
more than one person to be involved?”. 
The majority (86%) of those surveyed agreed that the involvement of more than one 
person should be encouraged.

The 14% who responded ‘No’ to this question could not be characterised in terms of 
age group, farm type or sector or if current recipients of the BPS. The response may be 
influenced by external family factors and/ or instances where succession has taken place 
with older generations stepping back or taking a lesser role in participation and decision 
making but are still part of the farming business.

Encouragement of more than one person to be involved would be welcomed; but there 
should be acknowledgement that it may not be reasonable or applicable to all farming 
businesses.

General comments received also highlighted the need to ensure that the scheme design 
encourages and makes provision to facilitate entry of the next generation of farmers. 
Suggested action include enhanced support for new and young entrants as well as 
support for the older generation into full or partial retirement.

How would people feel if attendance was mandatory?

Mandatory attendance under existing scheme arrangements has been in person at a 
meeting or physical event. Covid 19 has enabled the trialling of different engagement 
methods and various timings and some farmers commented on the effectiveness of 
web based events. It was also expressed that there are also mental health, wellbeing and 
disability considerations for physical attendance. The inclusion of webinar events as part 
of the engagement activity was encouraged.

Farmers discussed in one-to-one meetings that they will attend events if there is a 
financial incentive in doing so- either as additional funding or efficiency improvements. 
However, it is not clear if the mandatory element of such events encourage or discourage 
harder to reach farmers, or those that typically tend to engage less with The Welsh 
Government led initiatives.

Fig 5
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7.2 Expression of Interest (EoI)
Before the Farm Review, farmers would submit an EoI. Farmers would be expected to 
provide information such as:

• business plan and goals, 
• farm size and type, 
• farm business details, 
• tenancy arrangements, 
• staffing and resources,
• on-farm skills,
• environmental risks and opportunities. 

The objective of the EoI is to encourage farmers to start contemplating how sustainability 
issues are meaningful to them and their farm businesses.  

Aspects of the EoI were explored as part of the survey to understand how farmers would 
feel about undertaking this process themselves.

Terminology, complexity and bureaucracy were discussed as common factors why 
farmers require third party support to complete current documentation as well as the 
fear of making mistakes.

How do individuals feel about being able to complete the EoI themselves?

Survey participants were asked for their views on completing the EoI themselves.

Fig 6

59% of the farmers in the survey stated that they think it important that they were able 
to complete the EoI online themselves with a further 38% believing it was important, 
but would need support before submission. The remainder, 3%, do not believe that it is 
important to complete the EoI themselves.

This would suggest that the willingness to complete the EoI by farmers exists, and that 
online would be suitable for the majority of participants. 

More detail on the information requirement at the EoI stage will help to determine the 
extent of support that would be required by farmers prior to submission. 
The responses to the question suggest that offering a relative support mechanism at EoI 
stage would also help in managing scheme expectations amongst farmers and could 
aid in initiating a positive relationship between Government and farmers in a period of 
change and adaptation.

How do farmers feel about providing different types of information for the EoI?

Participants in the survey were asked “What information would you be prepared to share 
with the Welsh Government?” and asked to select one or more from a list.

Fig 7

Over half of respondents would be prepared to share business plan, staffing and 
resourcing, on farm skills and environmental data. Although a third would share financial 
information, there were comments as to the detail of financial information required and 
purpose.

Other information that farmers would be prepared to share include environmental and 
animal health data. A number of respondents commented that they needed clarity on 
the detail required, purpose and financial reward to be able to determine their response.
One in ten would not be prepared to share any of the information from the list with the 
Welsh Government.

Whilst there appeared to be a will to share data with the Welsh Government, the exact 
requirements, purpose and financial incentive or reward in doing so must be outlined for 
farmers to make informed decisions based on their individual circumstances. Concern 
was raised in the one-to-one discussion as to what will happen to the current information 
the Welsh Government hold on Welsh farming businesses and the effectiveness of 
collating data in reducing bureaucracy associated with the scheme.
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These concerns suggest the Welsh Government should be clear about the objective and 
purpose of data collection and how it ties in with existing data held.

Are there barriers to engaging in the EoI process?

General feedback as part of the survey and 1-to-1 discussions would not suggest there 
are specific barriers to engaging with the EoI. There were recurring comments on the 
need for more detailed scheme information and clarity on the purpose and use of data 
provision to be provided at EoI stage versus possible payment.

What are farmer views on terminology?

The survey sought further views on terminology proposed for the scheme.

Fig 8

The survey asked farmers for their opinion on the term ‘Expression of Interest’ and whilst 
97% thought it suitable or a term they would get used to, 3% did not think it was suitable. 
Those who did not think the term to be suitable were asked a supplementary question 
to suggest a different word. Whilst some had suggested alternative terms such as 
‘application’, ’review’, ‘data collection’ and ‘fact finding exercise’, others took the 
opportunity to elaborate on why it is not a suitable term.

Additional comments were made relative to the previous use of the term, these include:
• Interest is misleading when it is essential
• If it is essential that farms sign up to gain financial support post ending BPS, it needs 

a more urgent title than ‘interest’
• EOI suggests low probability of being accepted onto next level
• Everybody should be offered the chance

• Suggests a point scoring mechanism
• Associated with excessive form filling that requires a consultant
• Process outlined is too admin heavy and costly
• Welsh Government will be creating a bureaucratic nightmare
• Bad memories from Glastir

The negative views associated with EoI would be that there is a suggestion based on 
previous experience the scheme is not accessible to all farms and that it is the start of a 
heavily administered process. 

Views expressed in the survey suggest that farmers are more familiar with the term 
‘application’; the current BPS payment system uses the term where a tangible outcome is 
applied for. Subject to the scheme being accessible to all Welsh farmers, it was suggested 
the Welsh Government should consider referring to this stage as the application phase 
of the process.

7.3 Farm Sustainability Review
Following the submission of the EoI, it is proposed that farmers will either choose or be 
assigned an advisor and they will undertake the Review together. 

Farmers’ views on the Review process were asked through the survey and the one-to-
ones.

Do farmers want choice in who the advisor for Review is?

Participants were asked as part of the online survey “Should you be allowed to choose 
your officer from an approved list?” 

Fig 9
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65% would like to be able to select their advisor / officer with only 3% of the view that 
selection from an approved list should not be possible, the remainder didn’t mind.
There were a number of comments by respondents on the importance of ensuring that 
advisors have a sound understanding and experience of the farming sector and are 
suitably competent to advise. 

Are there barriers to engaging with the Review process?

General comments by farmers on the scheme emphasised the need to be able to 
demonstrate and explain the rationale of best practice. Farmers also commented on the 
importance of advisors having an understanding of farming systems and are suitably 
trained for plans to be striking the right balance between productive agriculture and the 
sustainability aims of the scheme.

Providing a clear mandatory/optional actions list with a full rationale of benefits to farmers 
ahead of an advisor visit was discussed as a way to help farmers consider what fits best 
with their farming systems and any potential impacts on productivity and profitability. 
It was also expressed that joint decision making between the farmer and advisor will 
likely result in longer term benefits and ownership of actions as opposed to the advisor 
forming a plan for the farmer to agree on as a means of accessing the scheme funding.

If the term ‘advisor’ is to be used, the calibre, knowledge and qualifications of the person 
undertaking the review should reflect their competence and ability to advise farmers. 
Dependent on the level of detail and complexity of discussion at review stage, Scheme 
Officer may be a more appropriate title. This was the case with the Tir Gofal scheme and 
referenced by some participants. Some also referred to the advisor as a consultant and 
associated the role with a high cost.

Should the review discussion involve multiple members of the family partnership – to 
capture the experience of the older generation, as well as new ideas of the younger 
generation?

As with the response to the encouragement of participation by multiple partners at 
outreach events, some were of the view that this should be encouraged. The Welsh 
Government would need to be mindful in some instances of partnership dynamics and 
who is responsible for taking business decisions. 

General comments highlighted the need to support and encourage the next generation 
of farmers. A scheme incentive for partnerships or trading arrangements of two or more 
generations was suggested as a good way to facilitate such discussions.

What are the existing attitudes and perceptions to sustainability assessments in the 
Welsh agricultural sector and how should these be considered when developing the 
Review and the Plan?

Simplification and reduced bureaucracy were cited in response to various questions 
as part of the survey undertaken in this project. There does not appear to be negative 
perceptions by those who are already completing such assessments as they are often 
part of a commercial relationship with a retailer/ processor and there is clear reward for 
completing.

Some participants expressed the view the same principle should be adopted by 
the scheme in providing clarity on why farmers are asked to complete sustainability 
assessments and what is the financial gain in doing so.

As this is a new approach, general comments cited the need to review and learn from 
previous schemes and simplify processes where possible as this is likely to lead to 
improved participation. Enabling flexibility within the review and plan for changes to 
farm circumstances and systems are also important factors to consider.

Are farmers already completing assessments?

Only 4% of the farmers surveyed stated that they were not currently completing any tools, 
assurances or assessments. This response was not prominent of any farm type or sector, 
however 60% of those not currently completing any tools, assurances or assessments 
stated that they were not in receipt of the Basic Payment Scheme.

How many assessments are farmers completing?

Participants were asked “What tools, assurance schemes or assessments are you already 
completing?” based on a specified list grouping assessments by type. 

Assessment type
No of 
participants 
completing

Percentage of 
participants 
completing

Farm Assurance Scheme 1,286 66%

Carbon Footprint Tool 175 9%

Benchmarking tool 469 24%

Government Regulation or Schemes 1,665 86%

Contract requirements from retailers or processors 431 22%

40% of the farmers who responded were already completing 2 or more assessment 
types.
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The type of assessments farmers are completing 

Farmers were also asked to specify more detail on what is currently undertaken.

Farm Assurance Schemes:
Farm Assured livestock, dairy and crop schemes.
Organic and Soil Association Certification.
RSPCA Freedom Food and Lion Egg codes.
Participation in flock and herd health schemes (Johne’s, Maedi Visna etc).

Carbon Footprint Tool:
Ag Re Calc and Alltech Carbon footprint programmes were cited as being used, 
however most farmers in the survey measuring carbon footprint appeared to be 
retailer led and rewarded.

Benchmarking tools:
Farming Connect Measure to Manage and discussion group participation
Aberystwyth University Farm Business Survey
Cost of Production models

Government Regulation and Schemes:
BPS and associated requirements
Glastir and other schemes including Organic farming
NVZ Compliance
BCMS / EID Cymru
Other RDP schemes delivered by The Welsh Government

Contract Requirement from Retailers or Processors:
Farm assurance/ welfare and antibiotic use
Cost of production information 
Nutrient and manure management planning
Milk recording and hygiene monitoring

How do farmers feel about data being shared between the Welsh Government and 
assurance schemes or other third parties?  

Fig 10

83% of participants said they would be willing to share data.
Those who responded “no” were asked to state their reason as to why. The responses can 
be broken down into four themes:

• More detail would be required on the information sought by the Welsh Government 
and what it would be used for. Questions were also asked of the relevance of data 
already held by the Welsh Government. 

• Commercial sensitivities; the sharing of financial information and business plans 
without a clear purpose.

• Contractually obliged not to share specific information through non-disclosure 
agreements with processor / retailers.

• There was also a perception that this will lead to more paperwork for famers and 
an unnecessary administrative burden for the Welsh Government in delivery of the 
scheme.

If the sharing of data would ease the administration of the scheme for both the Welsh 
Government and farmers, it would be a welcome process. However, in light of the 
reasons above, more clarity is required on the data required and purpose; and further 
consideration given to the requirement for commercial and contractually sensitive 
information.

Participants were asked “on a scale of 1 – 6, to what extent does the information from the 
above assessments influence your farming decisions? (1 = all the information I provide 
through assessments is used to inform my farming decisions. 6 = none of the information 
I provide through assessments is used to inform my farming decisions)”
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Fig 11

There is no clear pattern as to the extent that such assessments influence farming 
decisions. This correlates with views on the purpose and objective of undertaking a farm 
sustainability review that has already been discussed. 

Participants were of the view that communication of the purpose of the review must 
be clear. Identifying opportunities that will be rewarded through participation in the 
scheme should be the key objective that will then lead to business decisions based on 
each individual farm’s own circumstances and desire.

7.4 Farm Sustainability Plan
Once the Review has been completed, a set of actions would be agreed between the 
applicant and advisor.  These actions would form the content of the Contract to be 
signed between the applicant and the Welsh Government. .The Plan / Contract would 
also contain details of how each action will be monitored for compliance / success 
throughout the term of the contract.  

Farmer views on the Farm Sustainability Plan were gathered through the survey.

What are the views on the prospect of self-assessment as part of the Plan? 

The survey sought opinion on the suitability of self-assessment.

Fig 12

There appears to be an appetite for self-assessment within the scheme. It was also 
suggested that it would be welcomed if it reduces any associated administrative burden 
and uses suitably developed technology to aid monitoring.
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What are the views on reporting data online or via an app?

A questioned was asked in the survey to gauge views on reporting data electronically. 
Table 4 is a breakdown of the responses.

Table 4

“The format of the self-assessment could be via an online form or a smartphone app.  
How do you feel about reporting your data this way?  (please tick more than one 
option if applicable)”

Response option
Number 
selecting the 
option

Percentage 
selecting the 
option

I think this is a good idea and I would feel confident 
in submitting the necessary information 760 39%

I think this is a good idea but I would need training 
before I could use the system 753 39%

I think this is a good idea but I don’t have sufficient 
broadband coverage 263 14%

I would not be able to use this system 224 12%

There should be more than one option of reporting 
data available 293 15%

In the survey, participants were asked about their attitudes towards web or mobile based 
applications as a method of self-assessment and could tick one or more of the above 
statements.

This method of monitoring would generally be welcomed subject to suitable training 
being available to use the system. Although comments were received relative to 
generational difficulties with this system, this was not reflected in the response variance 
by age group.

Lack of reliable broadband and connectivity issues would be a barrier to the scheme 
adopting a sole web / app based self-monitoring system. Other options suggested to 
complement web or app systems is a paper-based monitoring template as well as face 
to face on farm inspections. Establishing a support network to guide and inform on the 
process with a light touch approach to rectifying mistakes, and developing RPW online 
platforms was suggested as logical approach.

Defining actions and proposals was discussed as being a first step in identifying what is 
expected of farmers to deliver within the scheme. As previously discussed, respondents 
were of the view that visual communication of good practice and self-assessment could 
work provided there is a fair process to take into account factors outside of the farmers’ 
control and flexibility (closed dates were referred to as being restrictive in current 
schemes) to achieve the desired outcome. 

Farmers also expressed the view that payment rates will need to be established and 
tolerances for diminished payment communicated in order to consider the suitability of 
the scheme for individual farm businesses.

How should the relationship between payments and outcome delivery be 
communicated?   



CO-DESIGN FOR A SUSTAINABLE FARMING SCHEME FOR WALES CO-DESIGN FOR A SUSTAINABLE FARMING SCHEME FOR WALES

28 29

8.  Section B
This section explores views expressed in the one-to-one and group sessions on the 
following themes:

• Soil Management
• Habitat Management (Ecosystem Resilience)
• Farm Development Opportunities
• Animal Health and Welfare
• Welsh language considerations

8.1 Soil Management

This aspect of the project sought the view of 68 farmers on a one-to-one basis on soil 
and nutrient management.  It explored:
• current approaches to managing soils and what actions farmers had implemented 

to improve management; 
• their thoughts on past and existing schemes in the context of soil/nutrient 

management; and 
• views on how a future scheme could encourage more farmers to put soils at the heart 

of their decision-making. 

Specific aspects of soil and nutrient management were explored in greater detail during 
seven virtual group-based discussions. These sessions took place after the one-to-one 
discussions. 

General overview of both one-to-one and group based discussions
1. Participants were generally giving soils a great deal of thought and consider a 

number of factors before altering their management, including the results of soil 
testing / analysis, visual condition, indicators of soil health/fertility (e.g. crop/pasture 
yield), climatic conditions, and economic cost-benefit.

2. There was acknowledgement that some practices (more often than not linked to 
dairy systems) were not best practice in terms of soil husbandry, such as bare land 
over winter and poaching by out wintering livestock.

3. Farmers who participated are of the view that they have the right skills in place to 
manage their soil, and appreciate the importance of healthy soils for production as 
well as other environmental factors.

4. Many farmers felt a continuation of assistance with soil sampling and introducing 
support for liming would be effective interventions in improving soil management.

5. An understanding of the Welsh Government’s aim and vision relative to soil 
management is important and needs to be communicated and explained as part 
of the new scheme. Negative experiences were shared about the approaches within 
Glastir, which had caused anxiety and stress for some farmers. The importance of 
co-design and partnership between Government and industry for the SFS should 
not be underestimated.

6. Previous schemes have not facilitated neighbour collaboration; for a landscape 
approach to soil management within the SFS, methods to positively encourage 
such collaboration should be encouraged.

7. The attractiveness of entering a scheme is dependent on a number of factors, but 
the economic appeal will be paramount. The financial viability of farms will vary 
between sectors and their geographic region/farm type. In turn, this will influence 
the degree of appeal in participating in the SFS scheme. 

8. The importance of a trusted project officer to enable dialogue between both the 
Welsh Government and farmer was deemed key to the scheme’s success.

9. Further discussion could be useful once more detail on the proposals and actions 
of the scheme is available.

The following aspects of soil management were explored:

How much thought is currently given to soils?

The breadth of actions undertaken by farmers to try and improve soil/nutrient 
management strongly indicated that they gave soils a good deal of thought. There was 
no shortage of statements made about the importance of soil and that they care for their 
soils, but that there was room to improve (e.g., “Soil is the most valuable asset I have, so 
I’m confident we have a good system here on the farm. I’m not going to let my biggest 
asset diminish. Despite this, I do recognise that careful soil management doesn’t always 
happen on Welsh farms”).

Broadly speaking, most had invested (some, seemingly considerably so) in measures 
to improve the nutrient balance of their soils, whilst for others, less action was evident 
(this was not representative of any specific farm type or sector). Almost all participants 
had undertaken a standard soil test/analysis (pH, P, and K), though it wasn’t asked what 
proportion of each farm had been tested (a whole-farm nutrient management plan was 
mentioned a number of times). On the back of the advice received following testing, 
many farmers had applied lime to remedy low soil pH, thereby enabling better nutrient 
use efficiency (hence possibly reduced applications of fertilisers) and a corresponding 
lift in yield. Others had sought measures to lift low P and K indices, e.g., a small number 
had applied bio solids or compost in the last five years, or changed the type of fertiliser 
applied. A relatively small, but not insignificant number, had undertaken a detailed 
analysis of their soils, such as for trace element levels, which may have helped them 
remedy deficiencies in livestock. 

Undertaking measures to improve soil physical structure and hence water infiltration 
were less evident. However, a number referred to actions intended to reduce compaction 
and/or improve drainage (aeration, ‘pan-busting’, sward lifting, mole drainage, etc.). 
Repairing damaged field drains or installing new drains was cited by many as a measure 
they had undertaken to reduce waterlogging.
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Implementing a crop rotation as a break from a monoculture of continuous grass was 
practised on many farms; often within a previous or existing agri-environment scheme 
(e.g. a rotation of grass – swedes – whole crop – grass). Reasons cited for this included 
a reduced weed, pest and disease burden. This should ultimately help to lift yields, as 
well as offering potential cost-savings on purchased feed costs. A few examples were 
specifically highlighted by respondents. 

When re-seeding was performed, it was interesting to note that some farmers had 
purposefully moved away from conventional ploughing and tillage of lands to a ‘min-
till’ (e.g. direct drilling) or ‘zero till’ (surface application of seeds following scarification) 
approach. The specific reason/s for this were not always explained, though some did 
note that they reduced both establishment costs and/or soil erosion (and loss of carbon 
and organic matter).     

Respondents often noted that they had altered their grazing regimes, noting the move 
towards a more rotational approach as opposed to set-stocking. This should lead to 
better utilisation of grass, as well as more uniform distribution of nutrients across fields; 
ultimately leading to greater yields. One respondent noted how rotational grazing 
(allowing rest periods in between grazings) should encourage better root development, 
helping with soil aeration and carbon sequestration. Comments were specifically made 
about the need to only graze fields “when soil conditions were suitable”.   

What is understood by the term ‘soil husbandry’?

As noted above, a large number of respondents clearly thought about their soils when 
undertaking management decisions, with the overwhelming proportion of respondents 
having undertaken measures to positively influence soil fertility and/or physical condition, 
although actions were sometimes constrained due to costs. 

There was less discussion about the role of soil biology, at least explicitly, though this 
may have been implied in measures where respondents discuss plant roots and so on. 
Some, however, particularly some younger farmers, emphasised the importance of soil 
“for life”; numerous other similar statements were also made. Interestingly, comments 
were made by one individual in particular that noted the “N : P : K” approach used as 
the basis of soil fertility advice from professionals was dated and too narrow in focus as 
it did not consider soil biota, which was regarded as a key component of “regenerative 
agriculture” mind-set that the respondent advocated.

Measures to avoid damaging soils (especially during wetter periods) were stated many 
times (e.g. through applying hard-core in gateways and feeding areas, and avoiding 
transport and slurry spreading during winter), as were a number of other points 
mentioned earlier that are relevant to soil husbandry (e.g. the benefits of allowing rest 
periods between grazing, improving soil pH and fertility, implementing a crop rotation 
system, alleviating compaction, adopting a ‘min-till’ approach to crop establishment, 
etc.).

It was interesting to note a number of farmers were at odds with the move to out-winter 
livestock (seen in dairy herds in particular, but also some suckler cow systems, to save on 
infrastructure and labour costs associated with housing) – it was deemed that Wales is 
often too wet for such practices and that “damage to soil structure” was irreparable. As 
highlighted by more than one respondent, such measures may have been inadvertently 
incentivised through previous agri-environment schemes, and that the suitability of 
sites for such practices “should be decided more carefully”. 

Similarly, the growth of dairy farms with very large numbers of animals was a concern 
to a number in the context of soil husbandry and also that they were generating very 
significant volumes of slurry without the storage capacity or land bank needed to store 
and spread in an environmentally-responsible way. One respondent noted that the “The 
Welsh Government should provide guidance on what land use is appropriate for good 
soil husbandry”. 

There were strong views on the potential damage to soils from the growing of maize “for 
good returns without thinking of the damage to soil”; this was seen as “soil vandalism”. 
Four respondents referred to the need to implement much more rigorous measures on 
the growing of maize – some advocated it should be stopped almost altogether, others 
noted that the bare ground typically left over winter post-harvesting of maize should 
be strongly discouraged (through a combination of incentives and strict penalties/
enforcement) due it contributing to run-off and silting of waterways. 

In summary, it was clear from the responses received that farmers recognised the 
value of (and need for) good soil husbandry from both a production and environmental 
perspective.

How much planning goes into each action undertaken on soils, e.g. fertiliser spreading?

Fertilisers represent one of the biggest costs on most farms, therefore prudent use is 
of importance from a business perspective. Fertiliser applications were often initially 
based on experience, particularly for farmers of older demography. 

Experience was deemed necessary to make farm-specific decisions, due to variability 
of soils, climate, altitude, etc. influencing fertiliser response/effectiveness. However, 
as mentioned earlier, almost all respondents had tested the nutrient (and in a small 
number of cases, trace element) status of their soils. The results of these analyses had 
a very clear bearing on fertiliser application regimes – most respondents had acted on 
the advice given. For example, they noted how they had changed the amount and type 
of fertiliser used in order to correct deficiencies and save over-applying in other areas; 
that they targeted slurry and manure amendments on silage ground (as well as other 
organic resources (e.g. chicken manure and bio solids); that different crops would require 
different rates of fertiliser applications, etc. 

It is important to note this may not be representative of the wider farming sector, but is 
expressed by farmers who are willing to engage with the Welsh Government.
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Many respondents readily referred to the use of professional agronomists to aid with 
decision-making and interpreting the results of soil analyses. It was noticeable how 
many responded that they tried to use the least amount of fertiliser possible (be that due 
to economic and/or environmental reasons), and that they typically operated extensive, 
low-input systems. 

Others were trying to reduce the need for fertiliser application through greater inclusion 
of legumes in leys – this was particularly prevalent on organic farms, as expected, but also 
on conventional farms. Other reasons noted for including legumes included benefits to 
animal health and growth rates. 

A number of other points were made around how they planned fertiliser applications.
• The weather and time of year were noted many times as being overriding factors 

in planning fertiliser applications (soil temperature, rainfall predictions, and soil 
wetness all being mentioned). Also, when the weather was deemed too warm 
and sunny, some farmers noted that they moved from urea-based fertilisers to 
ammonium nitrate-based fertilisers (to reduce nitrogen loss through ammonia 
volatilisation). 

• Other influencing factors were the stocking density and the amount of crop (usually 
grass) required for the livestock, tied in with grass growth rates – i.e., there was 
a clear attempt in many cases to try and accurately match supply and demand 
profiles when deciding on fertiliser application regimes. 

• Young leys were also prioritised for fertiliser application as they were more responsive 
than older leys. 

• Interestingly, only one respondent specifically noted the use of RB209 to aid with 
decision-making around fertiliser application (though one would expect that the 
professional advice given by agronomists, as well as the recommendations made in 
reports generated following soil analyses are based on RB209). 

• There were numerous references made to knowledge gained during previous 
education, and following engaging with recent publications, online materials, 
podcasts, social media, and attending knowledge exchange events such as through 
Farming Connect (discussion groups, etc.). Formal (professional) and informal 
knowledge exchange clearly influenced decisions.

In summary, the responses gathered indicate that fertiliser application decisions are 
based on a number of factors, and decisions are often made on a field-by-field basis as 
opposed to ‘blanket’ applications. 

In a broader sense, the discussion of soil husbandry, the changes implemented intended 
to improve soil quality, as well as a clear desire to avoid soil damage, demonstrates that 
there is considerable thought given to how actions can affect soils. 

Decisions on whether to re-seed or not were mostly dependent on yields – with 
under-performing fields targeted for re-seeding. Some noted that they estimated the 
proportion of the ley made up of higher-yielding grass species (e.g. ryegrass) relative to 
species of poor yield and/or quality. As expected, the existence of non-desirable

weeds (e.g. bracken, docks, and rushes) was an important factor in deciding whether to 
re-seed or not. It was clear that many respondents saw the value of re-seeding, but only 
where current performance was below par.  

The method of re-seed has already been discussed, and the interest in moving away 
from ploughing towards methods of reduced tillage (which are though dependent on 
the availability of glyphosate, as noted by a number of respondents). More than one 
respondent noted the environmental benefits of doing so.

What skills are useful to aid soil management? Is there a need to learn new skills?

It was not apparent that there were any particular concerns over a lack of skills or 
knowledge that precluded participants from making what they thought to be the best 
decision in terms of soil management. 

Only a handful of respondents noted nothing but their own experience as the basis for 
their decisions – primarily older farmers. This might be a barrier to change, as noted by 
one respondent, “We have well-educated young people coming through and can see 
the opportunities to improve quality of land. The older generations tend to farm like 
previous generations. The Welsh Government can help to move the industry forward 
as one with the same ideas and support the young people coming through. Part of 
the challenge is to get the older generation engaged with a future scheme and this is 
something the Welsh Government could address”. 

One respondent stated that additional help to interpret the results of soil analyses would 
have been useful. However, as stated earlier, when they felt it was needed, farmers readily 
sought professional advice from an agronomist or consultant to improve decision-
making. Many had also taken advantage of nutrient management planning offered 
through Farming Connect (which should have increased depth of knowledge), and 
sought relevant information from a range of other sources.

Further discussion could be useful on this point once more detail on the proposals and 
actions of the scheme is available.

What is the experience of other schemes? e.g., Glastir, Organic Certification or others.

Most participants had been involved in agri-environment schemes (a number had been 
in multiple schemes). These were mostly Glastir Entry / Advanced, and their predecessors 
(Tir Cynnal / Gofal). A smaller number had been involved in Glastir Woodlands. A number 
had participated in the Glastir Small Grants scheme to aid with the cost of improving 
infrastructure. 

A handful of respondents had taken the opportunity to enrol onto schemes of a much 
more local nature, such as through their local authorities or local “action groups”. Organic 
farms were certified with a number of different bodies. 
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What works/ed well in current/previous schemes

It was clear that membership of an agri-environment scheme helped the businesses of 
farmers who took part in the one-to-one discussions to be financially viable. Many said 
that such schemes had allowed them to carry out work that otherwise would unlikely 
have been done. 

Measures that offered “win-win” results to both their farming enterprise and the 
environment were clearly popular with many respondents. Examples listed included:
• Double-fencing of streams (healthier livestock and benefits to wildlife and water 

quality),
• Planting trees and hedges, and rebuilding walls (improving biosecurity/animal health 

and habitat creation / aesthetic value), 
• “Tidying up” fences and gateways (less mud and erosion / aesthetic value), 
• Implementing a crop rotation as opposed to permanent grassland (reducing weed / 

pest burden and habitat creation), 
• Soil testing (potential fertiliser savings / better nutrient use efficiency). 

It was noticeable that a number of respondents clearly took great pleasure from the 
positive impacts on the environment following joining such schemes (on wildlife, 
especially). Funding for capital works in particular seemed to have been valued by 
respondents. 

A number cited that gaining membership to schemes was largely straightforward, and 
necessitated adaption of their system as opposed to whole-scale change. In some cases, 
it appears that such schemes perhaps facilitated intentions some farmers already had, 
e.g. to reduce stocking rates (“Glastir has worked well on my farm - has blended well with 
our shift to organic systems e.g., lowering the livestock rate...”). 

Members of schemes talked about how they helped “maintain a balance”, as they allowed 
farmers to make “better use of areas that aren’t productive to maximise biodiversity and 
environmental benefits.” Another noted “…it allowed me to manage my farm in a way 
more sympathetic to the environment/conservation, as opposed to on 100% production”. 

Memberships of schemes also gave some participants the confidence to try new 
practices (e.g. low-trajectory slurry-spreading, and introducing a rotation, for example) 
as some of the (financial) risk was covered – a number noted it was the incentive they 
needed to adopt a new approach.  

Another benefit of being members of schemes was participants could see the local 
employment generated, e.g. to pay for fencing and walling costs (“we don’t squirrel 
away those payments long”). The social and cultural value of this (maintain vibrant 
rural communities and helping to sustain the Welsh language) was clearly valued by a 
number of respondents. 

What are/ were the challenges faced in current/previous schemes

A number of respondents criticised the way that some of the recent grant funds had 
been devised; for instance, the Farm Business Grants (FBG) that provided up to 40% of 
the capital costs of items that could go towards improving soil and nutrient management 
(e.g. aerators, low-trajectory slurry application systems, seed drills, etc.). Some noted 
that this encouraged unnecessary spending on machinery (“complete madness to 
encourage spending”), and that it would instead have been better to pay contractors 
to undertake such operations on farms, and / or a scheme to facilitate the sharing of 
machinery between farms, when farm size was too small to justify such machinery (“[the 
scheme] played to the hands of the larger farms”). 

A clear message from a whole range of questions was that most farmers are ready to 
take advice from a wide range of sources - from paid professionals, literature, and peers; 
however, that they also wish to input into decisions that affect their own farm (e.g., “Share 
ideas and discuss with other farmers. Something I dislike is someone trying to tell you 
what to do on your own farm - nobody knows the farm better than the farmer. I’m not 
a fan of events/meeting where people talk at you”). Although expressed in one-to-one 
discussions, this view was reiterated during group sessions.

Of note, the worry of being penalised for “not doing something right” was stated as 
having an impact on participant’s mental health – this was reported a number of times. 
It was clear that the concern that they hadn’t met all the stipulations of the scheme 
(in terms of the works’ specifications and/or completion date) was the cause of stress 
and anxiety for some; particularly where they noted that they couldn’t afford a financial 
penalty. It seemed that much depended on the relationship with the Glastir officer as to 
how receptive he/she would be to any explanation; but by and large, it seems that the 
very prescriptive nature of Glastir in particular left very little room for error. This may have 
shook confidence in the scheme and the willingness to participate. On the other hand, 
the ability to discuss and amend plans in Tir Gofal was discussed much more positively. 

A number of the measures were also deemed to be not good use of funds as they had 
insufficient follow-on support. For instance, one noted how they received funds for the 
planting of trees, but not for the ongoing maintenance thereafter, meaning that the 
trees failed and there were no environmental (or economic) benefits. 

A few respondents noted that the scheme led to unintended consequences of crops for 
winter grazing being grown in unsuitable areas (steep slopes), leading to soil erosion. 

It was clear that farmers thought membership of such schemes should not come at 
the expense of reducing the productive capacity of their farms, or at least that there 
was a trade-off at some point. An example includes “the loss of productive land” with 
the requirement for 3 m wide hedgerows, which, in some cases, led to no hedgerow 
establishment at all, whereas farmers would have implemented a 2 m wide hedgerow. 
The loss of productive capacity was no doubt against the psyche of many farmers, and
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this needs to be considered in the design of future schemes. Further, a number noted 
that the “income forgone” payment rate was often insufficient to replace the actual sum 
lost/foregone through reduced stocking for instance. 

Late payments for completed works was mentioned by a number of farmers as off-
putting (either when it had happened to them or to neighbours/family). This, too, added 
to the stress/worry some experienced as members of schemes. 

How were the goals of those schemes communicated – well/badly?

The fact that Glastir was very prescriptive did not seem to satisfy many of the farmers. 
This meant there was little flexibility to alter plans, and that sometimes it wasn’t clear 
what the rationale was for certain actions – this was not explained to farmers, and it was 
deemed that there were few opportunities for farmers to impart their knowledge. The 
variability of the weather, the market and so on may preclude farmers from buying into 
a scheme that stifles their flexibility (“Glastir crop rotation (fits with scheme) – the 5-year 
forward plan [was] restrictive”). Other respondents noted how they disliked the black/
white “list” of measures, with little chance to influence scheme staff.

A key theme running throughout responses was the fundamental importance of 
protecting soils to enhance productivity (“maximising potential”, etc.). Participants 
recognised that mismanagement of soils would have negative consequences for their 
business from a production perspective. Soils were also deemed largely absent from 
agri-environment schemes previous to Glastir, with a number stating that the focus of 
e.g. Tir Gofal was very much on biodiversity / conservation.  

Participants felt that it is critical that in future schemes, the objectives and the reasons 
for implementing particular measures are communicated clearly, so that there is an 
informed discussion as to why measures may or may not work on particular farms. It was 
suggested this would increase buy-in from participants, allow them the opportunity to 
add their views/thoughts, and for a genuine partnership to grow – something noted by 
many that is needed. 

Working with neighbours 

There was little scope for discussion on this topic in the context of soils. It is likely that 
any collaboration with neighbours would have been on an informal basis and therefore 
perhaps not deemed worthy of mention. Most respondents hadn’t worked with 
neighbours – they said that there wasn’t the opportunity / incentive to do so. With those 
that had, it was predominantly as part of a Glastir Commons agreement. 

Participants could have mentioned opportunities for sharing relevant machinery with 
neighbours (e.g. soil aerators, low-pressure slurry applications). Although a number 
had an arable enterprise, they were not wholly arable farms, therefore opportunities 
to collaborate with neighbouring livestock farms (e.g., on a “straw for muck” exchange 
agreement seen in a number of regions in England) weren’t as readily available.

Perhaps of more relevance would be the spreading of slurries or manures from farms 
with insufficient storage or with (too) high soil P and K indices; though this was only 
mentioned once (and actually had come to an end because of licensing issues).

Many respondents saw the value of attending discussion groups and peer-to-peer 
knowledge exchange to help with decision-making. A number cited that they regularly 
discussed management options with neighbours, sharing good/bad experiences, etc. 
However, one respondent noted “I do find it difficult as a group of farmers on the common 
land to manage the Glastir Advanced contract. It can lead to friction between farmers 
who may not manage the grazing/numbers appropriately - I think the WG should be 
managing this type of contract rather than letting the farmer groups who may not have 
the structure or systems in place”.

Group meetings advanced the discussion on neighbour collaboration. Participating 
farmers discussed: “How can the scheme encourage collaboration by neighbouring 
farmers in managing soils?”
The question received a mixed response during group sessions. Some saw great benefit 
from working together with like-minded farmers in groups to share best practice etc. 
However, some acknowledged that getting neighbours to work together was sometimes 
more of a challenge.
Doubt was expressed as to the ability to achieve a landscape approach in relation to soil, 
as the soil is so unique to every field, and even sections within fields.
Shared machinery was commented as one option which could be considered as part of 
the new scheme. Equipment such as subsoilers and aerators which could help with soil 
compaction could be purchased as part of a group, sharing the costs.

Actions
Many made the point that it was very difficult to comment on the new scheme due to 
the lack of information / detail at the current stage. 

Already undertaking

It is clear that participants of one-to-one discussions are taking a number of measures 
to try and improve soil and nutrient management. Soil testing, in particular, is very 
prevalent, and results are helping to inform nutrient management decisions. Many 
noted that they have now introduced a crop rotation (in many cases likely due to being 
in an agri-environment scheme), which may be aiding soil fertility and reducing pest/
weed burden. 

Although possibly not explicit from the respondents of one-to-one discussions, there 
seems to be a recurring theme in the number of farmers who are developing systems 
to optimise grassland management (implementing rotational grazing systems etc). The 
move towards reduced tillage (thereby reducing the risk of soil erosion and loss of soil 
carbon) seems to be gathering momentum, facilitated by farmers purchasing relevant 
machinery (e.g. direct drills) with support through grants such as the Farm Business 
Grant.
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Easy to begin undertaking

Measures that bring perceived “win–wins” to both the farm and the environment are 
likely to gain early and easy traction by participants and should be prioritised. In the 
context of soils and nutrient management, this may be easier than for other measures 
(e.g. trying to encourage farmers to forsake an area of their farm for habitat creation): 
it was evident that farmers who participated in this exercise valued soil as a key asset 
to their farm, therefore measures that protect and enhance soil function (e.g. reducing 
compaction) are likely to be received very positively. 

Similarly, better management of nutrients are likely to deliver environmental benefit 
whilst enhancing yields and/or saving on nutrient costs – there was again a real and 
genuine thirst for learning from respondents on how to make best use of manures / 
slurries, enabling more targeted use of fertilisers, for example.  In a similar vein, improved 
grassland management may be a relatively easy door to open in many cases. On the 
back of such views, it can be concluded that including such measures in future schemes 
would be well received by participants.

Not easy to undertake

The cost of implementing best-practice measures can clearly be a major barrier to change. 
A relatively large number of respondents noted that grant funding / incentives towards 
lime application was needed, as it would bring about benefits from both economic (in 
terms of enhanced production) and environmental (better nutrient use efficiency, less 
loss of nutrients to waterways) perspectives. 

Although most participants had applied lime in the last five years, this would likely be 
to only a portion of their fields, though soil testing may have highlighted a deficiency 
across many fields (or indeed the whole farm). It seemed that the upfront cost of lime 
application versus the longer-term payback precluded some from implementing a 
measure that they knew would be beneficial to their soils (“many farmers can’t afford it, 
even though their soil results indicate how much they need”). 

Similarly, in the context of extra slurry storage capacity to enable better use of the 
nutrients within, one respondent gave views reflected by others, that “undertaking all the 
infrastructure requirements is very costly and there seems to be a lack of understanding 
about how low farm margins are - we might be asset rich, however cash is limited to 
invest in slurry systems. Maybe rules need to be introduced very gradually and financial 
assistance for improving slurry infrastructure”.    

Cover crops so that bare fields are not left over winter (e.g. after maize or potato 
harvesting) were widely acknowledged by farmers to protect soil. In some cases, this 
may need farmers (or the contractors that carry out the work on their behalf) to invest in 
suitable machinery, which is likely to be costly in the short-term (e.g. maize can now be 
inter-cropped with grass, as opposed to trying to establish grass after harvesting). 

As animal numbers increase on farms (due to marginal returns), some farmers may be 

left with only undesirable options. As one stated (and others gave similar statements): 
“not out-wintering cattle would be to the advantage of soil structure - we would like to 
do this, however sometimes we’ve had to do it due to circumstances. I would need more 
buildings/cover to achieve this”. If market returns suffer in the post-Brexit era, this may 
lead to further such challenges.  

Requiring significant system change or upskilling to undertake

The issue of short-term tenancy agreements was highlighted by a number of respondents. 
It was deemed that this may lead to poor practice in terms of soil management, especially 
so where the tenant is not the recipient of the Basic Payment (therefore may give less 
regard to cross-compliance requirements on soil protection). 

Re-structuring tenancies so that there is mutual benefit from good practice for both 
landowner and the tenant was deemed necessary in future schemes. One respondent 
from a horticultural background noted that future schemes could include “a condition 
statement for a farm that would involve “no further degradation” commitment from 
the farmer, although this could be a step too far at this point in time.” They noted how 
they had “seen landowners who have tenant salad growers considering this due to the 
intensive nature of salad growing. Can be difficult to execute.”  Although they didn’t 
elaborate, another noted that they were concerned that they would lose Glastir payments 
because of actions of the landlord; whilst other participants noted that they couldn’t 
access schemes because they were on short-term tenancies. In summary, challenges 
remain in devising a scheme that is accessible to many tenants. 

Some dairy farmers noted that although they strived to make optimal use of slurries, that 
this could be further improved if they tested the nutrient status of slurries beforehand. 
It may well be that some upskilling/training is needed in how to interpret the results 
(similar to what was done for soil testing). 

For livestock farmers, only a small number of respondents mentioned that they 
measured grass production, and made decisions on nutrient application on the back 
of these results to better match supply/demand and the variability in grass demand 
profile over the year. Better utilisation of grass, could, in theory deliver a combination 
of: reducing the need for purchased feed, make better use of nutrient applications, 
allow for farms to increase their livestock carrying capacity, and ultimately lead to more 
profitable businesses. It should also be noted that there may be an environmental cost 
to this, e.g., if a focus on maximising grass yields lead to increases in fertiliser use, or that 
earlier silage production for improved quality reduces cover for wildlife. These need to 
be considered against the environmental benefits of reduced purchase of feeds grown 
elsewhere (e.g. concentrates with soya).  

Some farmers noted the benefits they had seen in changing their grazing system away 
from set-stocking to a rotational approach, allowing rest periods for grass to recover 
between grazings, and therefore enhance yields without additional fertiliser inputs. 
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To improve grassland management, some knowledge transfer activity is likely to be 
needed in many cases (services are already being offered via Farming Connect); similarly 
so for encouraging rotational grazing, though this is very likely to also be impeded in 
many cases by infrastructure requirements (piped water sources in fields, etc.), and 
possibly, labour (typical set-stocking requires much less labour).

None of the respondents mentioned specific nutrient management plans software/
programmes that can aid with decision-making. Farmers who took part in one-to-
one discussions were clearly unaware of these programmes and/or unfamiliar. Such 
programmes could help farmers make more informed decisions, but their use would 
require training (one respondent did note that they would like to use a plan of some sort 
to aid with decision-making).

Actions best achieved through collaborative working with neighbours 

This was not particularly evident in the responses received to the questions asked in 
the one-to-one discussions. Group sessions identified shared machinery as one option 
which could be considered as part of the new scheme. Equipment such as subsoilers 
and aerators which could help with soil compaction could be purchased as part of a 
group for instance. 

Group sessions advanced the discussion on actions and incentivising change.
Group participants were asked to discuss and express their view on the following 
statement and question: 
“Soil husbandry is a key component of the new Sustainable Farming Scheme. Regulatory 
minimums will exist for soil management, however under the new scheme it is hoped 
that farmers will be incentivised to undertake actions which will maintain and improve 
soil health, biology and structure. How should farmers be incentivised to undertake 
actions and to change management practices to improve soil management?” 
During these group sessions, it was clear that famers are of the view that there should 
be an incentive to undertake actions to improve soil management through the new 
scheme. Several famers mentioned some sort of base payment for minimum standards, 
followed by options to access ‘bonus’ payments for certain desired actions which would 
improve soil management, particularly so where such measures had come at a cost to 
the farmer. Most of the farmers who attended the group discussions were of the view 
that they are already undertaking good practice in terms of soil management, and felt 
this should be rewarded within the new scheme.

Information and advice regarding how to improve soil health and biology was discussed 
as key to aid farmers to change their practices. Several farmers mentioned that they had 
already changed their practices following advice received through Farming Connect, 
for example. In the context of the new scheme, it was expressed that this advice should 
be provided on a local level and in group form in some cases. One farmer commented: 
“Explaining the benefits of good soil management would be better than it being forced 
upon us”.

The continuation of a Farming Connect type service was expressed as important. It was 
thought that many more farmers would spend more time on soil husbandry if they were 
educated on the economic and environmental benefits of doing so. Comments in this 
respect included: “Highlight positive benefits of liming, rather than paying for it” and “If 
increasing organic matter is your target, make it sound do-able for the average farmer”.

The regular testing of soil was a generally agreed principle and should be encouraged 
as part of the new scheme. More research and trial work into multi-species swards with 
different root depths was suggested, and if it was shown to be successful, then farmers 
should be incentivised to use these seed mixes accordingly.
Discussion on out wintering of livestock expressed a range of views, with most 
acknowledging that it is appropriate in some areas but not others. Farmers did not want 
to rule it out entirely, however it was mentioned that a risk analysis of some sort should 
be undertaken.

Growing maize was acknowledged to have a detrimental impact on soil erosion, however 
growing earlier maturing varieties, and trials regarding under sowing the crop were seen 
as options to be considered to incentivise.

Agroforestry was a fairly contentious issue, with the group discussion participants split 
fairly evenly on those considering it as an option and those not. More information on the 
benefits of agroforestry was mentioned as something which could be promoted. Several 
participating farmers expressed the view that they would be more than happy to plant 
more trees on less productive areas on the farm, but were reluctant to do so on their 
better land. One commented “if I was told I needed to plant 200 new trees anywhere 
on my farm, I could do so easily, however not if I was dictated to where those trees had 
to be”. Another expressed a similar view: “Most farmers could easily plant more trees on 
their farm every year, if they were allowed to decide where to do so”.

The effect of herbicide and pesticides use was not perceived to be very detrimental to 
soil health on the majority of grassland farms as the use was seen as minimal in the first 
place. It was acknowledged in discussion that on arable land, herbicide and pesticides 
use is more frequent and the priority is for a viable crop; any incentives would need to 
take into account the effect of reduced application on crop viability.

The status of the ‘active farmer’ was raised during discussion and the view expressed 
that farmers who rent out their land are often not required to show much activity under 
the current support system. “They tend to let the land fall below desired levels in terms 
of nutrients and pH, and the new scheme should consider addressing the issue”.
Several farmers also mentioned the lack of flexibility with the Glastir scheme to allow for 
weather conditions etc., which affect management. There is a view that the new scheme 
should be flexible to deal with such issues in incentivising change.
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Communications and Terminology 

It is clear that participants very much preferred any future scheme to be a true partnership, 
as opposed to a prescriptive scheme. It was also noted that schemes/measures would 
need to be practical and implementable. Access to “a specialist practical person” was 
cited by many farmers to help explain the merits of adopting particular approaches to 
soil and nutrient management in a meaningful way. 

The need for genuine partnerships and discussion was tempered by the farmer retaining 
responsibility for his/her actions; e.g., “I feel that the language used as part of this 
consultation is not quite right - the reference to “our land” implies that the land is owned 
by everybody, whereas the land on my farm is part of my business and my responsibility. 
I think a more appropriate way is putting it as “your land.” I want to fully co-operate with 
the Welsh Government, however at the end of the day it’s my responsibility to manage 
the land.” 

As noted earlier, it was clear that farmers wanted a discussion around the rationale for 
implementing particular measures, as opposed to them feeling somewhat dictated 
to (e.g., “Explain the rules - what is the logic and reason for each prescription to help 
understand prescriptions”). This would allow the two-way conversation that is clearly 
deemed so necessary. 

It was very clear that the relationship with the scheme officers had a significant bearing on 
how positive schemes were perceived by participants. Some noted that communication 
with staff was amongst the most positive (e.g., “A lot of my understanding was based 
on the relationship with my local officer, who was fantastic. This type of support is a key 
aspect of successful delivery”) or negative (e.g. “No communication! Only left e-mails. 
Nobody willing to talk to us”) experience of being within a scheme. Of note – the more 
negative comments were mostly associated with Glastir, though a few comments were 
less negative (e.g., “I think Glastir did their best to communicate through discussion and 
reading the materials we received - there is a responsibility on the farmer to learn as 
well”).

It was clear that respondents appreciated the different ways of learning / communication, 
due to the preferences of different people. As explained earlier – farmers sought advice 
through a plethora of ways (“a mixture of new (digital) and traditional ways work best 
to capture all ages and background”). Events arranged via Farming Connect were 
mentioned in a mainly positive context. Issues with poor digital connectivity were often 
a barrier to information. 

It was also noted that there is a lack of Welsh-speaking staff, which could make discussions 
significantly easier for many farm businesses. Many of the discussions would involve 
potentially complex points – being able to converse over such points in their mother 
tongue would likely make many farmers more comfortable, and could well lead to a 
more honest, informative, and rounded discussion. 

What is important for NMP, MMP and resource planning?

During one-to-one discussions, it did not appear that farmers were alien to the term 
‘Nutrient Management Plans’. They were referred to by a considerable number of 
participants, with all stating how they had been used to inform fertiliser and slurry/manure 
applications. This may not be reflective of the industry as a whole, but is representative 
of those farmers who engaged in the co design process. 

The challenge may lie more with getting farmers to implement their NMP and MMP, as 
opposed to understanding what they mean. However, now that farmers are seemingly 
much more familiar with NMPs, there might be more willingness to act on their advice – 
there was a sense of some frustration that NMPs were somewhat of a “tick box exercise”, 
with less applied value, and also at considerable cost (e.g., “[make the] NMP linked to 
[the] digital application - better than a plan which is a document- needs to be a more 
practical approach”). This was in the context of NMPs being a document format and 
prepared in some instances for grant schemes that have insisted on the requirement of 
a NMP. Developing a format where the NMP advises farmers, but also allows for digital 
cross-reference of actual nutrient application and timing could be of value. 

Participants were not specifically questioned about “resource planning”, but it appears 
that this term will be much less familiar to them. Whilst they acknowledge their soil 
is a resource (a number stated this in their responses), the term “resource planning” 
would likely appear woolly, vague, and somewhat “jargony”. The use of plain and simple 
language is to be advocated wherever possible – soil should be called soil, manure called 
manure. This view reflects a desire by participants for clear language and terminology 
to be used in the scheme.

Group sessions sought to advance the discussion on NMP. Participants discussed the 
following: 
“Best practice will be encouraged in the scheme through Nutrient Management 
Planning (NMP) and Manure Management planning (MMP). How effective do you think 
these plans can be in improving soil husbandry on all Welsh farms?”
Most of the farmers during group sessions agreed that Nutrient and Manure Management 
Planning could improve soil husbandry. The majority who took part in the group sessions 
had completed a Nutrient Management Plan and were aware of the positive benefits of 
targeted use of nutrients. One commented that: “being able to use the feedback from 
an NMP is crucial”. Some commented they did not fully understand the whole plan, and 
would have benefited from follow-up discussions maybe in 12 months time with the 
individual who had created the plan on their behalf.

It was generally agreed that a NMP was good practice, but views were expressed that 
having one should not be made compulsory as part of the scheme. An alternative 
suggestion was made that farmers could however be rewarded if they had one and 
followed it. A number of participants commented that it would be reasonable to
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request farmers to show they were following the NMP, and that technology could be 
used to do so. Two farmers mentioned the reporting system which was used as part of 
the Young Entrant Support Scheme as an example of what could be used: “Reporting 
on KPI type system such as the Young Entrant Scheme could be possible”. Three KPIs 
were selected from specified categories and reported on in terms of evidence, photos 
and records etc. 

There was discussion on the relevance of NMP to all farms and farming systems. One 
example given was in reference to a hill farm: “there would be no point in undertaking a 
nutrient management plan as you would be unable to change/correct anything”. 

Sectors and Regional Issues
From the small sample size of the group, it is not particularly easy to see whether there 
were trends between sectors, however, some relevant points were made in terms of 
soil and nutrient management. For instance, a number of dairy farmers noted how big 
an issue slurry storage and utilisation is for them – some were clearly constrained by 
capacity, meaning that they were not able to capitalise on the value of spreading slurry 
at optimal times to retain the nutritive value – they seemed to acknowledge this. 

Little was discussed about the virtues of good grassland management, but where it 
was mentioned, it was predominantly so from the dairy sector. This will at least in part 
be due to the greater frequency of handling of dairy livestock relative to beef/sheep, 
meaning that grass measurement and utilisation is generally easier. 

Farmers from the horticultural and arable sectors were faced with the contentious issue 
of bare fields over winter (though this also applied to those dairy farmers growing maize). 
This was not particularly clear from the responses, but these sectors are also more likely 
to face issues with soil compaction due to the use of larger machinery. 

A number of beef/sheep farmers, particularly those of more upland nature, noted that 
they used very little fertiliser inputs. This perhaps means that soils will be deficient in P 
and K (as well as lime), therefore soil tests will often be advocating greater use of inputs, 
not less. It also means that there is less scope (and need) to “remedy” nutrient (miss) 
management on such farms as opposed to farms of a more intensive nature.  

A few dairy supplier groups / accreditation bodies now stipulate the use of an NMP (as 
highlighted by one respondent) – if such a requirement was to grow, it was perceived 
that farmers would invariably see greater attraction in adopting an NMP as part of any 
future scheme. 

It was clear from many of the responses that the importance of being within previous 
agri-environment schemes had a different degree of bearing on the economic viability of 
farms, depending on the sector – beef/sheep upland and hill farmers in particular noted 
their importance, whilst farms of a more intensive / productive nature often struggled 
to see that the rate of payments equalled (let alone surpassed) any “income foregone”; 
though capital grants were almost always reported in a positive way across all farm types. 

Responses as part of this project has identified the attractiveness of entering a scheme 
is dependent on a number of factors, but the economic appeal will be paramount. The 
financial viability of farms will be influenced by the sector they’re in, and their geographic 
region/farm type. In turn, this will influence the degree of appeal that any new scheme 
proposes.  

Soil testing considerations
Participants in group sessions were asked for their views on soil testing as a component 
of the scheme. The following statement and question formed the basis of the discussion: 
“The scheme is considering an annual testing regime for soils to track the changes in 
soil nutrients, ecosystem resilience and physical soil properties. The Welsh Government 
are open to approaches which may include visual assessments, on farm tests, sending 
samples to laboratories, remote sensing or others.”

What should The Welsh Government consider in developing an annual testing regime?
There was general consensus that annual testing was too often. Most farmers agreed 
that testing the soil every 3 years was often enough as it takes time for pH to be corrected. 
Testing a part of the farm every year could however be useful; this was seen as good 
practice by most farmers and could be considered as part of the scheme.

Several farmers agreed that an annual visual assessment of soil structure would be useful 
– checking for compaction etc. The old Soil Assessment booklet for cross-compliance 
was mentioned as a way of annually assessing soil for damage etc. Technology was also 
discussed as a way of reporting on soil health and fertility, and many farmers stated 
that any new scheme would need to be flexible enough to allow farmers to send in the 
required information from their smartphones.

It was agreed that rewarding or incentivising farmers for improvements in soil health 
was a good idea. However it was also discussed there will be many farms in Wales where 
this will not be possible. Farmers who are not permitted or able to improve soil health 
should not be penalised in the new scheme. A consensus was that it will be difficult to 
set targets for improved soil organic matter or pH levels, for example, in many areas due 
to topography/climate/habitat reasons.

A supplementary discussion then focused on laboratory testing with the following 
statement and question providing the basis for discussion: “The scheme is also considering 
professional laboratory analysis to quality assure and calibrate the on-farm testing. This 
could be at contract start and renewal, or approximately every 5 years.” Outlined below 
is a possible scope for the testing, including some, but not all of these:

• macronutrients concentrations – nitrates, phosphates, potassium etc
• micronutrients concentrations – copper, zinc, molybdenum etc
• pH
• infiltration rate
• soil organic matter (carbon)
• biodiversity – bacteria, fungi, large small organisms, worm count
• compaction / penetrometer resistance
• test pits for evaluation of soil strata
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“What are your views on the above?”
Most agreed in the group sessions that it would be useful to have more detailed testing 
every so often, including the micronutrients etc. It was acknowledged that this would be 
expensive to do for all participating farms, hence maybe a sample of fields at the start of 
the contract and at the end would be a compromise. 
It was discussed that on-farm testing would be limited to compaction and pH, and all 
other testing would be laboratory testing, care would be needed not to duplicate efforts.

Having a detailed analysis at scheme start was viewed as a benchmark which could be 
built upon. Testing at the start of scheme participation and asking for improvements by 
year 5 could be a way of incentivising, however it would not be possible for all farms. The 
scheme would need to take into account the barriers on some farms to soil improvements. 
EIA regulations were also discussed in this context.

Development of a National Archive on Soil Health
This topic was also discussed during group sessions according to the following statement 
and question: “The results of soil testing and analysis could be used by the scheme to 
develop a national archive on soil health, representing a significant output. Developing 
a national archive on soil health will help design future phases of the scheme and 
provide evidence of success, e.g. for national goals to sequester carbon in soil. It would 
also provide a data source for academic research and development projects to support 
Welsh farming.”

“What are your thoughts on creating and contributing to such an archive?”
All participating farmers in the group sessions would be happy to contribute to an 
archive of soil results, and had no issues with doing so. Many suggested or agreed it 
would be very useful to be able to access this data through an online portal or app. One 
farmer mentioned the opportunity to map every farm in terms of soil type etc, possibly 
using LIDAR technology which could provide very useful information to farmers and to 
the Government.

8.2 Habitat Management (Ecosystem Resilience)
This project sought the view of 68 farmers on habitats and their management on a 
one-to-one discussion basis. Following on from the one-to-one discussions, specific 
aspects of habitat management and ecosystem resilience pre agreed with the Welsh 
Government were discussed in greater depth during 7 group sessions.
The habitat management (ecosystem resilience) element aimed to explore:

• current approaches to management, what actions farmers had implemented to 
improve management; 

• their thoughts on past and existing schemes in the context of conservation and 
habitat management; and 

• views on how a future scheme could help protect and enhance biodiversity on 
farms. 

General overview of both one-to-one and group based discussions

1. Land is delivering both habitat and production. There was a clear distinction 
between farmers as to how they thought about their land; the majority saw their 
land ‘as one’, delivering both habitat and production. 

2. Farmers were particularly receptive to the idea of delivering both food and other 
environmental goods on the land, where this can be done in a complementary way, 
as opposed to one or the other. The responses indicate that farmers would embrace 
such opportunities.

3. More detailed information is needed on scheme outcomes. A number of respondents 
did not feel that they could respond constructively to future scheme interventions 
at this stage as sufficient information was not available. Whilst agreeing to the 
concept of change, detailed information would be required on the practicalities 
of intervention relative to their own farming systems. A desire for the Welsh 
Government to work with farmers as opposed to dictating, was evident.

4. Farmers are confident that they have or could develop or acquire the skills required 
to favourably manage habitats, subject to clear guidance and direction.

5. The definition of ‘payment by outcome’ is causing uncertainty especially compared 
with ‘payment by result’, which is more specific. Concern was also raised on how 
such payment would work operationally especially as habitat outcomes can take a 
number of years to realise.

6. Exploration on the use of technology in monitoring and reporting as part of the 
SFS scheme is encouraged, although provision needs to be made for traditional 
systems where limitations to access and use of technology exists. 

7. Farmers feel they should be rewarded for the good work they are doing already 
to protect habitats, and not be penalised for it. There was criticism of the Glastir 
scheme, and a feeling that the new SFS scheme should reflect on lessons learnt in 
previous schemes. Funding needs to be sufficient or many farmers will not opt into 
the new scheme.
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8. Future support was suggested to concentrate on assisting farmers to maintain 
and improve the quality of protected areas, not on penalising them (either through 
direct financial penalties or by expecting farmers to absorb the costs of decreased 
productivity and increased management).

9. Developing a scheme regionally to align with Natural Resources Wales’ Area 
Statements requires further communication and improved awareness by farmers. 
Only 9% of respondents were familiar with the detail of those Area Statements

Existing approaches
There was a clear distinction between participants as to how they thought about their 
land – most respondents stated they saw their land ‘as one’, delivering both habitat and 
production. These views were mainly expressed by low-input beef/sheep farms; whereas 
a minority of the more intensive systems, typically dairy, arable, and horticultural, had 
a somewhat different mind-set, where parcels of land were thought of as primarily for 
production or for habitat, and not necessarily both. It must be stressed though that 
these were the thoughts of only a minority, overall. Indeed, as can be seen from Figure 
17, most participants in the one-to-one discussion regarded their habitat as “a valuable 
asset” from both a personal perspective and more broadly to society (score 5). 

Fig 13

Farmers were asked how well they thought they were managing their ‘productive land’. 
Context is important here, and may have been lacking in the question posed – it could have 
been interpreted very differently by respondents – from a purely production perspective 
(where yield dominated above everything else), to a more holistic consideration, where 
biodiversity and environmental goods are also considered. Such nuances were evident 
in later answers received. In any case, most farmers gave themselves a score of 3 and 4, 
where 5 equalled “managed well”.  

Fig 14

However, the overwhelming number of participants noted that they did consider wildlife 
when deciding on how to manage their productive land – only a very low percentage gave 
the two lowest scoring answers (1 = “none at all”), whilst nearly a quarter of respondents 
noted it as their “main consideration” (score 5).  

Fig 15

In terms of how they perceive their productive land impacts on the surrounding 
environment, a mixed response was seen, which was often dependent on farm type. 
For instance, a number of beef/sheep farms noted that they used comparatively little 
fertiliser, and that they operated a low-input, extensive system, therefore impacts were 
regarded as low to negligible.

It was clear that some of the respondents took pride in the amount of biodiversity and 
wildlife present on their farm, referring to them multiple times during the discussions. 
These respondents largely saw their impacts as being positive – that their system of 
farming enhanced/improved the environment, as opposed to detracting from it.
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Respondents provided a very extensive list of measures they have implemented that 
have had a positive impact on biodiversity. These included: “keeping land tidy”, growing 
mixed swards, implementing a crop rotation, growing crops that provide winter cover 
(e.g. swedes), erecting bird and bat boxes, rotationally cutting hedges, reducing herbicide 
use through the use of weed wipers and toppers, hedge laying, making greater use 
of clover, using no/little fertiliser, mowing fields following flowering of plants, planting 
trees and (double-fenced) hedgerows, re-building walls, manure/dung boosting insect 
numbers, creation of ponds, fencing waterways, and grazing at an appropriate pressure 
at particular times to improve floristic diversity. Many of these measures had seemingly 
been implemented as part of previous or existing agri-environment schemes, though 
many others had clearly been done independently. 

Some respondents also noted how such “historic actions that we’ve achieved over the 
past 30 years have to be valued and accounted for in the new system – not wiping the 
slate clean and starting again”. This included maintenance costs for double-fencing, 
stone walls, etc. 

Out of 68 who took part in one-to-one discussion, less than half a dozen respondents 
more readily thought / acknowledged that their systems did have a negative impact 
on the surrounding environment, citing input use in particular. Even so, these were 
predominantly regarded by respondents to be of “neutral” impact, which “balanced out”. 
Furthermore, they too sometimes saw opportunities for land to deliver both production 
and habitats in parallel (e.g., “Rotational grazing – all the fields are at a different stage of 
growth, sward height, flowers, ground cover for small mammals etc. More a by-product 
of a productive system, but creates a mosaic nonetheless”).  

A number of respondents did not think of habitat land and productive land as being 
mutually exclusive, though it was evident that respondents mostly managed their 
land primarily for production, and “the land is interspersed with less productive areas 
within an economically functioning farm”; e.g., “we do use improved leys and ryegrass 
in fields, but again each field is enclosed by wildlife corridors – a network of wildlife 
corridors running through the entire farm – the fields are mine to produce my product, 
the boundaries and corridors are there for the wildlife to thrive. My main habitats are my 
hedges”). For many, this allowed them to achieve the balance over their farm as a whole 
(e.g. “Productive land enables me to have designated habitats on (unproductive land).”

On balance, the positive relationship between farming and the environment was a 
perception that came across very strongly indeed during discussions. Farming was 
clearly seen already as a deliverer of public goods, with many actions undertaken on 
farm specifically for environmental benefits.  

In terms of going forward and future schemes, there was generally no lack of will to 
undertake further positive measures to improve habitat delivery, should the scheme 
appeal. As is explained elsewhere, this was often, but not exclusively, about the payments 
available relative to the amount of work involved. Rather than lack of interest, it was 
deemed that a lack of funds could indeed be a barrier; e.g., one

respondent noted that they needed “full (100%) funding of some of these interventions, 
e.g.70% grants have really held us back from implementing some really positive ecological 
works. You can’t strip your bank account for the sake of something which delivers no 
money. [I am] Prepared to give up land to align with national priorities (for potentially 
many decades), but in return the intervention needs to be fully funded)”.

However, many respondents noted that there was insufficient detail about the new 
scheme at this stage to provide detailed feedback/comment – the interviews were 
therefore mainly about harnessing views more generally about habitats and farm 
management.

 How is the link between ecosystem and farm resilience viewed?

Only a small number of respondents directly highlighted the link between enhanced 
habitat / biodiversity and overall resilience of their farms; e.g. the value of different 
rooting depths from growing biodiverse swards potentially improving both yield and 
water infiltration, and the addition of organic matter to soils to increase resilience during 
periods of drought and wet weather. 

In terms of economic resilience, a number of respondents stated how farmers will respond 
positively where schemes make business sense. This was evident in the question asked 
about the types of interventions needed to amend farming practices to deliver more 
environmental outcomes – 75% of responses listed “financial reward”, whilst the second 
most popular answer related to cost-savings. As noted by one respondent, especially so 
for farmers starting out, pressure to pay back loans is ultimately a major driver of how 
they manage their farms, and yield is closely linked to profit on most farms. Measures 
that potentially compromise yield will often therefore not appeal, unless payment rates 
are deemed more than sufficient. 

Some respondents stated how biodiversity helped with their tourism diversification 
venture – they saw it as delivering “added value”. A few had taken measures to boost 
numbers of pollinator species in a bid to help ecosystem resilience. A “patchwork of 
small and medium farms” were also seen as an indicator of resilience more so than a 
smaller number of larger holdings, and “they need incentivising”.

What can be done boost wild populations which predate on pests, such as birds, bats or 
insects like ladybirds?

This was not particularly evident in the responses received to the questions asked during 
one-to-one interviews and it was more specifically explored with participants at the 
group sessions.

One respondent during one-to-one discussions specifically mentioned that they had 
erected owl boxes, which may aid control of farm rodents (others mentioned bird boxes, 
though they did not specify for which species). Three other respondents specifically 
mentioned bat boxes that they had erected. 
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As part of the group sessions, the following statement and questions were considered: 

“There are natural predators for many of the pests that affect agricultural productivity 
(e.g. ladybirds, swallows, owls and bats), but unfortunately many of these species have 
experienced sustained population declines over decades.” 

• What practices could be used on-farm to boost these populations, and what 
practices may need to be minimised or mitigated to avoid further harm to them? 

• How could you practically achieve this? 
• What specific actions have you seen work, or would you like to see implemented to 

boost these populations? 

The discussion focused on the following:
Creation and Maintenance of Habitats for Natural Predators 
A general view was expressed that if a food source and space to live can be provided, 
they will thrive: “It’s about providing the habitat, not targeting individual species”. The 
provision of habitat requires farmers not to feel pushed to use every inch of land for 
maximum productivity, it was expressed that it is important not to leave the economic 
foundation of food production to the market alone. Adequate and even generous funding 
needs to be in place to incentivise very high-quality habitat creation/maintenance (e.g. 
traditional hay meadows cropped late, ponds, tall hedgerows) on farms (“aim to create 
little gems on every farm”), set within more productive holdings. “It needs to be a no-
brainer to set-up and keep these habitats on your land, not just ‘income foregone’.”

The importance of hedgerows and hedgerow management was emphasised as was 
the importance of mixed/mosaic habitats\landscapes. One participant concluded that 
creating habitats (beetle banks, ponds etc) takes time, money and land, and positive 
outcomes aren’t guaranteed. Payments are needed for trial and error ‘research’, without 
the guarantee of an outcome or continuation. 

Habitat creation must be linked to the probability that the species the habitat is being 
created for will actually inhabit and survive in that habitat (altitude, surrounding 
landscape, nearby food sources, competition, etc.). “No point building a barn owl box on 
an old Lluest, they just won’t move in, better off putting it somewhere down the valley”. 
The nest-box type interventions under Tir Gofal and Glastir were perceived as “expensive 
box-ticking exercises” as opposed to practical improvements by some – few farmers 
reported habitation by the desired/targeted species, with some mentioning increased 
opportunistic corvid habitation as a negative effect. Some commented that nest boxes 
were good in terms of raising awareness, even if not of practical value. 

Attitude towards natural predators 
Not all ‘natural predators’ were viewed as positive as some predators create additional 
negative effects on other species and agricultural systems, especially when they hold 
an overly dominant position in the landscape/ food-chain or are seen as being over-
abundant. Badgers were consistently referenced as fitting this category (hedgehog 
declines, ground nesting birds, bovine TB, potato crops) and a critical need to address 
bovine TB strategies highlighted. 

Doubt was expressed over the importance of ‘natural predators’ in extensive livestock 
grazing systems, as well as concern that the space needed to create beneficial predator 
abundance in arable systems would affect productivity. 

Conflict with other priorities was also highlighted (e.g. covering over slurry lagoons/
manure heaps for water quality reduces insects around farm yards and therefore an 
important food source for swallows and bats, disposal of fallen stock off-farm was also 
said to reduce opportunities for species that traditionally benefitted from feeding on 
carcasses, from insects, to raptors, to mammals).

Boundary pressures (through lack of maintenance) from unfarmed land (particularly 
public land (e.g. NRW forestry estate) and associated predation on wildlife and livestock 
as a result of farming adjoining such land was raised as an issue of concern.

Group discussion concluded that farmers can’t control the off-farm effects on migratory 
species in particular which has a bearing on ‘outcome based’ payments associated with 
species abundance/increase.

Boosting Natural Predator Populations
Scepticism and concern was expressed during group sessions over species 
reintroductions, especially in relation to predators. This was largely due to the effect of 
unintended consequences such as: “Are we sure pine martens won’t just start taking 
out the reds [squirrels] once they’ve thinned down the greys [squirrels] and the marten 
numbers have increased? What about scavenging bird nests?”

Farmers as a minimum would require any reintroductions to be “evidence-driven, 
responsive, fully consulted, exceptionally well monitored, and with a clear and actionable 
exit strategy”. There was also an expectancy for compensatory mechanisms and robust, 
guaranteed, long-term payment for any losses incurred as a result of reintroductions 
(e.g. pine martens and poultry, eagles and lambs).  

The discussion intended to focus on introduction of birds, bats etc and sought views 
on natural predation on pest species. The conversations also naturally discussed the 
introduction of large apex carnivores. There was strong rejection of reintroductions of 
large apex predators – only one group suggested “there’s always place for discussion”, but 
didn’t indicate whether they’d view large predator introduction positively or negatively. 
They did suggest that it was obvious that large predators would take livestock and pets, 
and that financial compensation may not be enough to address all the issues created, 
especially emotional. However, there was a broad but cautious support for pine marten 
reintroduction to control grey squirrels (alongside shooting and trapping) with the 
caveat that effects on other species needs careful, ongoing and detailed monitoring and 
intervention if deemed necessary.
There was a view that public discussion around predator abundance/ encouragement/ 
reintroduction needs to be handled very carefully. Furthermore, the role of humans in 
the predatory chain was recognised (e.g., “We are high-level predators” “The more we’ve 
backed-off, the more we’ve created an imbalance”. It was also expressed there needs to 
be a shift in public perception of the role of humans in predator control.
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Diversity in the soil biosphere is as important as above ground diversity. Microbes support 
small organisms and from there form the foundation of the food chains of many large 
species. A conscious consideration of soil life will be an important part of the decision 
making processes in developing ecosystem resilience.

This was not explicitly explored with the participants in the one-to-one sessions – there 
was very little discussion specifically on soils. However, as was more evident in the 
responses gained from one-to-one discussions focused on soils, participants appreciate 
the central role that soils have in underpinning their farms, particularly so in the context 
of production. 

Given that soil chemistry and physical properties are that much easier to assess and 
any positive influence more measurable (e.g. the application of lime to raise pH, and 
remedying compaction through aeration, respectively), it is not unsurprising that farmers 
place greater focus on these than on soil biology. Furthermore, standard soil tests do not 
give any indication of soil biological health/status, or advice on how to improve it. 

A small number of farmers (approximately five) did refer to the importance of soil biology 
in a healthy, well-functioning soil; with some indicating the positive influence that organic 
amendments (in particular manure) can have on soil bacterial and fungal populations. 
One respondent mentioned how they were trying to reduce the use of ivermectin-based 
products for parasite control in livestock, which may bring about positive impacts on soil 
insects (and the birds that feed on them) and the cycling of nutrients. 

Group sessions focused in more details on this topic. Participants were asked to discuss 
the following statement and questions:

“Diversity in the soil biosphere is as important as above ground diversity. Life in the soil, 
such as bacteria, fungi, worms and insects, provides the foundations of the food chain 
for both wild and domesticated life.” 

How should we consider below ground ecosystems within the farmed environment? 

• Is it a matter of selecting specific areas where there’s a focus on improving/
maintaining the below ground ecosystem, or should it be a whole-farm approach? 
What sort of flexibility would be needed in this? 

• In your experience, what practices improve/maintain the soil ecosystem, and which 
practices may need careful management to avoid damage? 

• How could you effectively measure the health of the below ground ecosystem? 
Would any extra tools/equipment/training/expert advice etc. be useful to you? 

This question was asked as part of the group sessions, with feedback and key discussion 
point grouped according to the following sub headings:

Setting baselines, data and monitoring
In the group sessions, measuring improvements in soil biosphere was viewed as 
problematic and potentially expensive (versus basic sampling). Visual analysis of above-
ground vegetation was suggested as an effective proxy measurement. It was also 
discussed that improvements in soil biosphere (as opposed to simply e.g. pH) can be 
very slow to show, especially on marginal soils. Any agreements attaching payments 
to such improvements were viewed as “needing to be long-term”, and “might need to 
include staged and proxy payments”.

Groups reflected on the fact that soils in Wales are currently (according to academic 
studies) in fairly favourable condition, partially due to the predominance of livestock 
systems over arable, and partially due to arable systems not being on peat soils (like in 
the Fens). There was a call to keep a sense of proportion and for greater academic input 
into measuring and analysing soil biosphere.

Any measurement must be simple, effective and farmer led/owned. “Sampling only 
goes so far”; a more holistic approach to tracking change (after sampling to achieve 
baseline data) is a visual assessment of soil, observation of plant life, earthworm counts, 
molehill counts. A warning was expressed against an overly simplified sample-based 
assessment of outcomes as sampling in itself changes the outcome. This could be useful 
over extended timeframes (25 years and more), but less so in the shorter term. 

A need to consider fungi and lower species was said to be required in habitat assessments; 
otherwise healthy soils containing rare species and rich assemblages could be subjected 
to inappropriate treatment just because they’ve been overlooked. Examples were given 
of this being the case in Glastir. The requirement to assess habitats at different times of 
year/multiple times (including autumn) was suggested to address this.

Training, Advice and Guidance
Soil science is viewed as being an emerging priority within the industry, especially 
beyond the arable sector (which is considerably further ahead, albeit still often faced 
with pressing issues around protecting and enhancing soil health). “Holding discussion 
groups to spread information and share good practice (facilitated and with expert input) 
would get the message out there”. The ‘Soil Foodweb’ course was highlighted as being 
excellent training aid.

An advisory role (free to farmer, Farming Connect was referenced as ‘trusted’) to assist 
in analysis and providing on the ground advice on sampling results in order to improve 
outcomes was expressed as an opportunity in the new scheme (e.g. advice on agricultural 
techniques such as ivermectin usage could result in targeted intervention rather than a 
blanket prescription).

Ensuring that soil biology and soil as habitat is on the syllabus of agricultural colleges
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and courses should also be encouraged as a means to “build up the industry’s own 
knowledge base and understanding at point of entry”. Comments were also made in 
the need for greater focus on information gathering and dissemination in relation to soil 
biology.

Research 
Whilst not directly related to the remit of the proposed SFS scheme, the importance and 
role of research was discussed and referred to in group sessions. A view that research 
institutions and universities (with specific reference to Aberystwyth – IBERS, and Bangor) 
should lead on providing high quality research output in collaboration with the industry.

Research into the effects of current rainfall patterns on soil health for instance would 
ascertain which elements of habitat and soil management are within the farmer’s 
control, and which aren’t. This was expressed as being an important factor in agreeing 
on outcomes and deliverables. Discussion also concluded a need for more research on 
how to improve the soil biosphere on “bog standard (unimproved and semi-improved) 
upland sheep pasture”.  Recognition of the limitations resulting from shallow and rain-
washed soils, low nutrient levels, mineral loading from underlying geology was said 
to be important in establishing if improvement is possible in the first place. Different 
reseeding and regenerative techniques were also said to be needing further research 
and on farm demonstration.

Interventions
Recognition of the role of cattle and mixed grazing in improving soil quality and biosphere 
was emphasised during group sessions. Getting more cattle into especially extensive 
and upland systems would be a positive move, but needs both incentive (financial) and 
barriers challenged (e.g., bovine TB, movement licensing, mixing herds on open land, a 
lack of market demand / supply chain for older beef were all potential barriers). Practical 
barriers were also mentioned and examples cited of the degraded quality of fences 
where cattle are now absent, fine for sheep but would need upgrade/replacement for 
cattle which would be a costly exercise, especially long fence lines in upland areas. Winter 
housing was also discussed as the need for additional/upgraded shed space requires 
considerable investment as well as investment in cattle handling infrastructure. Costs 
were deemed to become unfeasible considering the low margins and slow returns from 
cattle on marginal land – using headage incentives to address this rather than direct 
contribution towards infrastructure (as in FBG) was seen as the better way to mitigate 
this issue, allowing greater, individually appropriate flexibility and lower cost delivery. 
Unless capital grants for infrastructure were 100% of real cost, farmers participating in 
this discussion would not support such intervention as a method of delivering outcomes; 
even at 100% funding such investments were seen as inefficient and as poor return on 
investment.

Incentivising the use of more diverse leys and seed blends to include species (e.g. 
clovers) that can help mitigate the effects of soil compaction was suggested as a possible 
intervention. Seed companies would respond if there was sufficient farmer demand for 
diverse leys.

Incentives to buy low ground pressure equipment outright or through shared use in 
facilitated machinery rings and co-operatives was discussed, as was the encouragement 
or incentive for arable/grass rotations this could be through livestock ‘tack’, twinning 
livestock and arable farms etc.

Rotational grazing was deemed as very beneficial for ecosystem resilience, and the 
question was asked if “fully funded incentives and management payments for sub-
division of larger fields/reinstatement of historic boundaries through hedging could be a 
way of meeting multiple objectives, soil and above ground habitat?” Rotational grazing 
with mixed stock (cattle, sheep and poultry) was discussed as a method of improving 
soil quality but requires significant investment to set-up, and may not work for every 
farm or farming system.

Cover cropping to avoid runoff and increase soil organic matter was said to be funded in 
England, but not in Wales, which seemed illogical to group participants.  It was expressed 
that if no basic payment is included in future schemes, this type of intervention should 
be fully funded. It was also a view that interventions need to be flexible and adaptive 
to a changing climate (e.g. nutrients can be applied according to need, and not the 
calendar).

Conflicts
Conflict between conservation measures and other management needs were discussed. 
An example shared included the protection of raptor nesting sites in productive 
woodlands stopping felling/ management activities in spring/ summer, thereby 
pushing work into wetter months where runoff, compaction and scarring are inevitably 
increased, even with considerate extraction methods. An option for greater flexibility 
to avoid binary conflict e.g. summer felling every second year (or agreed interval), and 
‘encouraging’ raptors to nest in woodland not earmarked for active management (e.g. 
though provision of appropriate nesting sites) could be a more effective approach.

Extended or permanent grazing was expressed as a consequence of agri-environment 
measures, to the detriment of the environment and production. Specifically, management 
prescriptions in the uplands for significant de-stocking of moorland and hill land at 
different points in the agricultural cycle was viewed as driving continual stocking of 
‘in-by’ land on holdings. A more adaptive and flexible approach, taking into account 
the needs of the whole holding and the farming system, whilst sustaining a viable and 
productive agricultural enterprise should be a consideration in developing actions for 
the SFS scheme.

Past schemes, specifically Glastir, were critiqued for incentivising the ‘inappropriate’ 
planting of root crops, e.g. on slopes and fields prone to flooding/waterlogging on 
some farms. Some farmers stated they felt coerced into undertaking such planting, at 
times against their better judgement in order to gain sufficient points for entry into the 
schemes.
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How is the relationship between production and habitat considerations viewed?

Throughout the responses in one-to-one discussions, it was clear that there is some 
tension between land that is regarded as either for production or for habitat – many 
farmers do not see the distinction, as “all land is habitat”. A common thread running 
through the responses was that farmers highlighted the need to produce food, and that 
it can be done in a sustainable way, not at the detriment of habitat (in most cases). Some 
respondents indicated how this should be highlighted to the public by farmers and also 
marketing organisations such as Hybu Cig Cymru, helping to secure a premium for 
Welsh produce. 

Participants were asked whether they had cattle, to help deliver biodiversity benefits 
through managed grazing of habitat land. Most farmers did have cattle, but many noted 
the marginal economic return of suckler cow systems, e.g., “the conservation grazing 
we do with Highland cattle is all about improving the quality of the land for wildlife, 
it’s still producing as well, but without the payments those cattle wouldn’t be viable”. 
Another respondent noted that “it would be better if I had cattle as well as sheep, but the 
economics won’t allow it”. Grazing of cattle on marginal land (often including commons) 
may therefore be a challenge unless suitably incentivised under the new scheme.  

The role of technology was not particularly explored during the one-to-one discussions 
or group sessions– it is recommended that this is done at a later date once more specific 
scheme information is available. 

During one-to-one sessions however, avoiding duplication and streamlining the 
administrative needs “as much as possible” was stated very clearly by a few respondents 
as being of real importance. There was discussion over whether data already collected 
on farms (e.g. through the accreditation / assurance schemes) could be better used, so 
as to avoid repeat visits and to reduce administrative costs (e.g., “[the proposed scheme] 
seems very admin heavy, the scheme won’t have any real impact on the positive action it 
aspires to if half the budget is swallowed up in admin – as much budget as possible needs 
to go to landowners”). For a number of respondents, most of which had been within 
previous agri-environment schemes, it was clear that how onerous the administrative 
requirements of any future scheme would influence their likelihood of participation (e.g., 
“If the system is too complicated and the officers running it are ‘hard work’, with onerous 
paperwork for sums of money that are insignificant, people’s mental health will suffer, 
and many won’t bother”). 

Whilst some of the methods/technologies listed above were not specifically mentioned, 
the use of technology to aid reporting and monitoring was, in general welcomed. In 
particular, praise was given to the online maps (accessible via RPW) – their ease of 
interaction and the way they could easily filter data/information. A number of respondents 
referred to the potential role of GIS and satellite imagery in collating information, 
interspersed with periodic data collected “on the ground”. Submitting evidence of 
completed work via geotagged photos, as done so for a

number of recent WG schemes “without having to write a novel” was appealing to many 
interviewees.

Although the role of technology to ease with monitoring was overwhelmingly positively 
discussed, there was a caveat that “if outcomes are all measured using smart technologies, 
some people may well get left behind”. This will likely particularly be the case where 
farmers are older and/or where connectivity issues exist.

How can the additional duties required from protected areas be considered in a future 
scheme?

This was not explored during one-to-one discussions, though it could be surmised from 
responses to other questions that farmers generally would be willing to undertake 
measures so long as the incentives/pay-off is sufficient to cover their time, costs, etc. This 
view was also endorsed by participants of group sessions.

As discussed in other questions, measures that simplify and reduce the administrative 
requirements were generally welcomed, as a number of interviewees noted how time-
poor they were (e.g., due to lower labour availability on farms, the requirements of off-
farm part-time work, etc.). 

Farmers also noted how important they regarded habitat to be to them, society, and 
indeed nationally. In general therefore, it would be safe to say from these interviews that 
the will to carry out these ‘extra duties’ does exist, but that this can only be taken so far, 
and that undertaking additional/new measures will have to be duly rewarded.  

Group sessions explored the following statement further: “Protected areas (e.g. SSSIs, 
SACs, SPAs etc) place on farmers extra duties and responsibilities through higher 
regulatory requirements”. The following specific questions were asked relative to the 
statement and explored by facilitators: 

• What is your experience of working with protected area designations like these and 
what are the implications for your farm business? 

• What benefits do you see these designations delivering for the wider environment?
• Considering these designations are underpinned by statutory regulations, how do 

you think they should be included in the SFS scheme? 
• What more could you do in managing them? 
• Would you need any additional support or advice? From whom?

In the group discussions, views on the current effectiveness of protected area designations 
and management was generally negative; the exception was one participant who spoke 
in favour on the basis of needing to protect very rare species in specific areas. It was not 
considered that such areas do currently provide for nature or agriculture; and as a result, 
the discussion focused on the key issues and opportunities for improved management, 
support and governance by designating bodies.
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A summary of the discussions is grouped according to the following sub headings: 

Prescriptive management of protected areas
This was expressed as “a double-edged sword”. Whilst it had made entry into schemes 
(with points thresholds) easier, it was conveyed that the effort and level of communication 
and discussion required to tailor approaches or make changes after the initial scheme 
entry was prescribed by whichever authority oversaw the management of the area.

There was a view that currently, management is dependent on an individual officer’s 
opinion. An example was given of different priorities and management methods being 
prescribed across a large area of open landscape due to it straddling two administrative 
areas (two different officers). Concern was raised that personal biases (in particular with 
relation to grazing animals) colour discussions, and ultimately the officers will have 
considerable influence over the outcomes. A lack of continuity of approach when officers 
move on was also highlighted as cause for confusion and resentment. An ‘honest broker’ 
was suggested as an intermediary in such discussions.

It was expressed that protected areas must still allow for the sympathetic productive 
use of the land within and around them, in many cases it is these productive practices 
that created the habitats being protected (and we see their decline once production is 
removed).

It was discussed that contractual prescriptions for protected areas need to take into 
account the effect on whole farm systems, and how a change to management affects 
the protected areas. An example was shared of stocking restrictions requiring livestock 
removal pre-tupping that meant that hill ewes’ fertility increased as a result of being 
taken down to richer pastures. The flock returned a higher percentage of twins every year, 
and as ewes with twins can’t return to hill post lambing, the spring/summer stocking 
density requirements was not met, the ‘heft’ of the flock is also lost, leading to more 
selective browse-grazing of the SSSI and increased molinia dominance. “Nothing exists 
in isolation within a farming system.”

Quality of habitat in protected areas
There was appreciation during discussions that some protected areas were designated 
many decades ago, and (partially as a result of the management prescriptions placed 
upon them through their status) the ‘special features’ that led to the original designation 
may no longer be apparent. The need for objective, robust and up-to-date data on the 
current state of these protected areas was considered important.

Site visits and discussions to agree the management of protected areas through co-
created agreement was viewed as best practice. Knowledge exchange was also said to be 
more important than prescriptive, or ‘top-down’ management. “If everyone understands 
why things are happening, and what real effects they are having, that’s got to be better.”

Bureaucracy and protected areas
The current level of bureaucracy when attempting to discuss protected areas as

a landowner/user was said to be “absurd”, making constructive progress almost 
impossible. One example included that of a large conservation focused land trust 
negotiating on behalf of its tenants in relation to protected areas within their estate, and 
making no progress at all in 5 years (“What hope do individual farmers or tenants have if 
even we can’t make headway?!”) 

There was also concern expressed on the lack of any communication from statutory 
bodies after SSSI designation. Others mentioned the integration of protected area 
management plans into agri-environment schemes (Glastir) as being heavily restrictive, 
lacking in flexibility, and not subject to any meaningful review or discussion – “Glastir is a 
‘spent force’, just rolling it forward until something better comes along is doing no-one 
any good and is denying us the chance to review the management of these protected 
areas.”

Conflicts and barriers relative to protected areas
Concern was expressed that very rare species may be lost if species-specific site 
protections are eroded whilst others expressed frustration that external and boundary 
effects may be driving such species to extinction anyway, and attempts to arrest their 
decline are sacrificing more holistic attempts to address ecosystem function across 
whole landscapes (and driving other species into decline).

Low level protected areas and ‘habitat’ descriptors were seen by some participants as a 
barrier to both improving habitat quality and improving agricultural viability, especially 
in the uplands. “At a basic level, almost all of the uplands is some form of habitat, with very 
little ‘improved’ land, the ‘protection of these habitats deprives upland agriculture of the 
opportunities it needs to move forward, we are so heavily restricted”. e.g. opportunities 
to create woodlands anywhere but the best fields (woodland opportunities mapping), 
opportunities to use more productive leys where appropriate to reduce seasonal pressure 
on other parcels etc.

Frustration was expressed at the weight given to protected areas when applying for 
planning permission to increase business viability on nearby land (diversification/
intensification etc). Protected areas already restrict business productivity within their 
boundaries, to stop farms from being able to compensate for this through developing 
additional income streams on parcels not affected by the protected status compounds 
the effect and risks making businesses unviable.

It was discussed that protection inevitably leads to livestock reductions/removal, which, 
depending on location, harms the existing habitat but also gives dominance to ‘invasive’ 
or dominant species. Public access on protected areas (especially in popular areas or 
areas of high footfall) was also viewed as having detrimental effects on habitat.

Scheme Support for protected areas
There was consensus in group discussions that financial support for farmers is needed 
to manage protected areas, with one participant expressing:” They should be protected 
and managed, not just protected and left to rot.”



CO-DESIGN FOR A SUSTAINABLE FARMING SCHEME FOR WALES CO-DESIGN FOR A SUSTAINABLE FARMING SCHEME FOR WALES

62 63

As mentioned previously, discussions also concluded that many protected areas require 
some form of grazing (especially cattle). Support is needed to breed and maintain (due 
to their lower and slower productivity) breeds that are appropriate for grazing these 
areas (traditional and hardy breeds, and the development of breeds for specific areas if 
none are fully adequate). “What about the development of a specific Cambrian Mountain 
cow?” Support was also said to be required to ensure there is a functioning market for 
their meat “There has to be progress towards having a real economic foundation for 
farming these breeds in these places, even if we have to then level-up with extra support 
payments.”

Future support was suggested to concentrate on assisting farmers to maintain and 
improve the quality of protected areas, not on penalising them (either through direct 
financial penalties or by expecting farmers to absorb the costs of decreased productivity 
and increased management).

The protection of historic landscape features and Ancient Monuments was discussed. 
There was praise for the Tir Gofal approach and critique of Glastir in this respect.

Wales has a selection of ecosystems which are regionally, nationally and internationally 
scarce or valuable. What are the views on focussing on these for protection, management 
and development?

As noted earlier, most interviewees regarded their habitat land as being of personal, 
local, and national importance. Wales has a plethora of farm types, and the respondents 
within this survey represented a broad range of production systems and geographic 
locations. This invariably means that there will exist different priorities, opportunities, 
and challenges between farms. 

Respondents noted a number of times that they knew their farm, and the habitats 
therein, due to their “close relationship” with the land. For future schemes to be successful, 
respondents saw the need for farmers to have the opportunity to input into their design, 
and for farm-specific plans that also show some flexibility. It was felt that this would help 
to mitigate the risks due to unmanageable events, such as unseasonal weather.
  
With regards to developing a scheme regionally to align with Natural Resources Wales’ 
Area Statements, only 9% of respondents were familiar with the detail of those Area 
Statements – there therefore exists an obvious need to raise awareness of these if they 
were to inform any future scheme(s).  

How can the skills and insight of farmers be used to help natural ecosystems develop 
and reach a natural equilibrium?

During one-to-one discussions, farmers spoke positively about the impacts of their 
farms on biodiversity. They cited a very extensive list of measures they had implemented 
on their farms over many years to improve biodiversity, both as part of agri-environment 
schemes and also independently. Although the success of these

measures cannot be verified from these discussions alone, it was  clear in most 
participants’ minds that their management is beneficial to the environment, not 
detrimental. This may be somewhat at odds with the above statement, as it implies that 
after reaching a certain point, habitat may not need human intervention. 

During the one-to-one discussions, 79% of respondents stated that it is possible to “farm 
productively and look after the environment”. It should be acknowledged that this was a 
very open-ended question, subject to much interpretation of what is meant by “looking 
after the environment”. However, it again reiterates that respondents generally saw 
farming and delivering biodiversity as not being mutually exclusive. Examples of other 
answers that reiterated this point included the belief by 68% of interviewees that they 
had “the right number and combination of livestock to farm their land sustainably”, with 
only one or two (dairy) farmers noting that they were highly stocked in order to pay off 
investments made. 

In addition, and as can be seen from the graph below, most respondents felt that they 
were managing habitats successfully (a score of 5 equalling ‘well managed’), though 
most saw that there was some potential for improvement. It should of course be noted 
that again, this question was subject to a large degree of interpretation on respondents’ 
behalf.  

Fig 16

The concept of re-wilding was only mentioned twice by interviewees, and generally in 
a negative way: “Rewilding is a problem, seems popular, but has no real meaning. Also, 
as a result, there is no business case for it, no incentive. It is different to caring for the 
environment”. It is therefore suggested that the choice of words for such statements be 
explored with farmers in future sessions.  

In terms of using farmers’ knowledge and expertise, most respondents regarded 
themselves as competent in a number of the questions  posed, though as  seen 
from Figure 17 below, scores and confidence decreased with increasingly complex 
requirements, indicating that training would be needed in some  elements if farmers 
are to self-report information in future schemes.
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Fig 17

New / scheme specific approaches

Developing habitat from strong pockets of natural ecosystem is one potential approach. 
Through co-creation with nature, natural systems could grow and connect better with 
other patches or elements of the agricultural ecosystem.

As explained elsewhere, it was noted by respondents that any new scheme should 
“not forget work already done by Tir Gofal and Glastir - make sure this is a step towards 
connecting previous schemes”. This would build on work already initiated, and may also 
help with maintaining farmers’ interests in seeing work deliver benefits over time (a 
number referred to the importance of long-term agreements, but for those agreements 
to be flexible). 

Connecting blocks of habitats was cited many times as something farmers had done 
within previous schemes. There were numerous referrals to stone walls and hedgerows, 
for instance, acting as “corridors and habitat land”. One comment was made that there 
should be “more acceptance/support of natural regenerative woodland (bracken land 
would go to woodland if left)”. As explained elsewhere, there was general support 
for “appropriate” woodland creation, as there was of opportunities to fence off water 
corridors for the benefit of aquatic life and riparian zones. 

It may be considered that this exact statement needs discussing more directly with 
participants at a later date as it was not done so during these one-to-one meetings; 
however, responses to other questions strongly indicate that farmers would be receptive 
to the idea of connecting habitat. 

In terms of the part of “helping natural systems grow” in the statement, one returns to 
the discussions about the potential trade-off between productive and habitat land not 
being visible to most respondents – they saw that both could be done on the same land 
(and indeed that they were already providing both).

Life in the soil, such as bacteria, fungi, worms and insects, provides the foundations of 
the food chain for both wild and domesticated life. How is the below ground ecosystem 
considered? 

This was not explicitly explored with the participants in the one-to-one discussion – 
there was little discussion specifically on soils (in particular soil biology). This statement 
was partly considered in group sessions as part of the soil biosphere discussion already 
summarised in this report.

There were, however, a number of very relevant points made, some of which would be 
expected to enhance soil microbial diversity, including the addition of manures and 
biochar to increase organic matter content. One respondent noted how they will be 
trialling cover crops (to avoid bare soil over winter) in a bid to increase their “priority” of 
“organic matter and carbon in the soil, which will bring more life to the soil and encourage 
wildlife”.   

Integrating agricultural and natural ecosystems along the land sharing approach 
could form part of the scheme. This would involve methods such as silvo-pasture, strip 
cropping, mixed swards and others to provide connectivity of ecosystems across the 
landscape without removing land from production.

Farmers were particularly receptive to the idea of delivering both food and other 
environmental goods on the land, where this can be done in a complementary way, as 
opposed to one or the other. The responses indicate that farmers would embrace such 
opportunities. A number mentioned that they have/are already implementing measures 
that are mutually beneficial; examples included growing crop rotations (reducing 
weed burden and providing habitat), strategic planting of trees (providing shelter and 
habitat), growing mixed leys (increasing resilience in extreme weather, and providing for 
pollinators), etc. 

Further measures that potentially deliver “win–wins” are likely to be received in a very 
positive way. It was clear that the overwhelming majority of respondents see food 
production at the crux of farming, therefore measures that may impede on this are likely 
to need substantial incentives to be delivered, unless they happen anyway due to other 
factors, for instance as seen in the decline of suckler herds in the uplands due to market 
forces/insufficient returns.  

Further exploration and discussion was had on this statement during the group 
sessions. The following statement and questions were put to participants as the basis 
for discussion: 
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Integrating agricultural and natural ecosystems along the land sharing approach 
could form part of the scheme. This would involve methods such as silvo-pasture, strip 
cropping, mixed swards and others to provide connectivity of ecosystems across the 
landscape without removing land from production. Farmers shouldn’t feel either that 
they need to act in isolation. 

Those taking part in group sessions were asked to discuss the following question: How 
could the scheme support you to work at a ‘landscape scale’, e.g. with neighbours, others 
within your river catchment, upland and down country? 

Facilitators explored the following with attendees
• What barriers currently stand in your way?
• Have you seen examples of good collaborative action over whole landscapes?
• Are there any past practices from previous generations that we could learn from?
• Are there any new practices that you find interesting/have experience of that work 

to this end?
• Who would you need to work with / get input/assistance from to make this work 

well?
• How can we build connections between pockets of natural ecosystem across the 

landscape, on different farms and landholdings?
• How could we build links between these different farmers and land managers?
• Is there a role in facilitating and managing these connections? If so, who would be 

well placed to do it?
• How do we ensure that these connections are not lost when land changes hands 

or circumstances change?

A number of factors were discussed and considered and are summarised according to 
the following sub headings: 

Integrated Ecosystem Principles
Participants of the group sessions were of the view that ecosystem function should 
be prioritised over single outcomes or species abundance. Moving away from defined 
outcomes was deemed important with the example given that “a habitat in an arrested 
state inevitably gets worse over time”. There was a request for the scheme approach to 
be open for renegotiation as priorities change, otherwise “short-term positives may turn 
into longer-term negatives”.

Farmers were of the view they should be empowered to do what they can, and not work 
to minimum thresholds, as everything counts. “Start small and build on success, over 
time the benefits may encourage those with only minimal involvement to offer more”. 

At a landscape scale, the scheme needs to be clear and concise, with interventions that 
encourage participation at all levels. Landscape scale approaches in the scheme should 
move away from simply prioritising stocking reductions across vast areas/commons. 
“We need to address under grazing and molinia/soft rush encroachment on the uplands 
as a matter of urgency”.

It was discussed that integrating ecosystems should not mean aiming for a continuous, 
single habitat type across a whole landscape. Experience was shared that some habitats/
species do best in isolation, and need specific protection, these should not be sacrificed 
for the sake of ‘connectedness’ “I don’t want to explain to my grandchildren that there 
are no Marsh Fritillary butterflies anymore because the habitats that supported them 
were all planted to join up woodlands.”

It was also expressed that good outcomes need to be underpinned by a good level of 
remuneration.  “It needs to go way beyond income foregone”.

Concern was expressed that the number of advisors and facilitators needed to make 
this work at both an individual farm and landscape scale is going to be too expensive, 
and swallow-up all the money required for interventions and actions. However, it was 
also acknowledged that without them it is unlikely the interventions and actions will be 
anywhere near as effective. 

Conflicts and Barriers
Conflict between protecting single species and landscape-scale connectedness was 
discussed, with a call for such issues to be weighted and mitigated, sometimes through 
tighter and more joined-up predator control, in a more connected landscape. 

Low-level habitat designations on marginal land (e.g. semi-natural acid grassland, 
unimproved grassland, low quality moorland) was perceived as a barrier to connecting 
rich habitats across landscapes. Examples were discussed of the Woodland Opportunities 
Mapping not allowing for tree planting on these areas. Low quality, readily abundant 
habitats should be allowed to ‘upgrade’ to higher quality ones, or to provide good quality 
connections between these richer habitats.

There was recognition that some neighbours/landowners simply will not work together 
– “You can only talk to people who are listening”. 

Natural Resources Wales (NRW) was specifically mentioned as difficult to work with on 
issues that aren’t aligned with their immediate priorities. Farmers were of the opinion 
they should not be penalised for failing to work with neighbours or for the negative 
effects of their neighbours’ actions on pre-agreed outcomes on their land. The effects of 
NRW management practices were mentioned as externally negative in some instances, 
e.g. spruce encroachment, and increase in predators of ground nesting birds. Developers 
were also mentioned as “impossible to work with”, as developer owned land serves an 
entirely different purpose to agricultural or habitat land, with priorities incompatible. 
Smallholders (referenced as “one field and a pony scale”) were said to be uninterested in 
wider concerns beyond the needs of their parcel of land. 

It was also stated during discussion that good land is “at a premium, and cannot be 
sacrificed to provide habitat or connections if it jeopardises the viability of the business…
farmers will not, and should not be encouraged to depreciate their asset by converting 
good land to bad”. On many farms, there is scope to use less productive areas to provide 
connectedness (and low-level productivity as well depending on size
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of parcel), “this should be the land we focus on, not good, productive fields”. Note that 
productivity is a subjective assessment, and one farm’s ‘productive’ land may be another’s 
‘marginal’ land – not a matter of blanket land quality assessment.

Footpaths and bridleways were recognised as both physical connections and barriers, 
as well as substantial risks to integrated ecosystems (depending on use and public 
behaviour). Farmers on urban fringes noted mainly negative habitat outcomes from the 
level of public access in some areas, one noted 300,000 visitors a year, but the benefits 
to health and wellbeing of access were recognised as exceptionally important. Farmers 
shouldn’t be penalised for the public’s actions on their land. Possibility of a more flexible 
approach to rights of way (diversions etc.) if significant damage is occurring. Recognition 
that with areas of very high visitor numbers, or adjacent to significant conurbations, 
some people will just do whatever they want, and impact isn’t just limited to the rights 
of way and areas immediately adjacent. 

Dispensation is required for grazing organic certified livestock (with specific reference 
to cattle) on commons. Commons receive no inputs anyway, and the benefits to the 
ecosystems of having better grazing management (and specifically more cattle grazing) 
would be substantial.

Woodland creation on tenanted land was said to be difficult to achieve, as it tends 
to work against the interest of either the tenant or landlord (depending on who gets 
payment or bears the loss). It was also noted that land rent per ha stays constant 
regardless of inclusion of habitat or connectivity within the parcel. More habitat results 
in less productivity. Rents would therefore need to be adjusted for this, but “there needs 
to be a long-term compensatory mechanism to balance the books”. 

Enhancing and maintaining connections
Farmers in group discussions were of the view that many areas are already connected, 
and support the management of existing connections. The importance of hedgerows in 
providing connectivity can’t be overstated but real incentives to fill hedge gaps and link 
up existing hedges as well as creating new would be beneficial. There was a further view 
that incentives should not just be based on real cost, but should make it worthwhile 
prioritising this work within already hard pressed work-time. 

Further connection opportunities were discussed with carbon offsetting within the 
industry (e.g. from intensive dairy businesses to extensive grazing on peatland) an option 
to provide a form of non-physical connectivity. Connect habitats through systemic 
connections, e.g. transferring seeds from species rich hay meadows by transporting hay 
and feeding on the ground was another option discussed. 

Options like the ‘lapwing’ options of Tir Gofal (but notably not Glastir) received praise 
as something that could work across multiple holdings. Boundary hedges and double-
fenced corridors seem like a “no-brainer” in terms of both connections at landscape 
scale and working across holdings/with neighbours. Criticism was expressed that these 
were explicitly excluded from consideration in Glastir, “seems beyond daft!”

Facilitation and working together
Discussions identified a role for paid ‘co-ordinators’ (with farming and ecology 
background and knowledge deemed essential) to have responsibility for areas/ parishes/ 
watersheds/ commons to integrate approaches and priorities through discussion 
between holdings and across landscapes. The co-ordinator function was viewed as a 
way of providing continuity when other stakeholders and their priorities may vary, and 
allows for negotiation without conflict. A suggestion was made that this function should 
be undertaken by someone who is seen as neutral/unbiased (specific references made 
to Farming Connect and universities/ colleges) as one of the stakeholders/ landowners; 
the Welsh Government and NRW were not always viewed as ‘neutral’.

There was support for funded ‘partnership plans’, involving groups of farms (or commons 
councils), and other landowners (e.g. utilities, NRW, land trusts) either physically or 
systemically connected, created with a neutral facilitator with an uplift in funding for 
those operating under such plans. Reference was also made to ‘community stewardship 
agreements’ on commons (specifically the ‘Skyline’ scheme near Merthyr Tydfil).

Collaboration with other land industries e.g. shoots – create an income from the use 
of woodlands/will pay for the planting of cover crops which will also lead to habitat 
improvement and connectedness. The involvement of local (and not so local) schools, 
societies, clubs etc, especially in monitoring was expressed as having a two-way benefit. 
There would be a requirement for an agreed recording framework for it to be of 
maximum benefit. Welsh Water’s ‘Mega-catchment farming group’ received praise for 
collaborative working.

A view was expressed that tenants and landlords need to work together on habitat 
enhancement/ creation. Priorities may be different for both (one needs to maximise 
short/medium term income to make profit beyond rent, the other wants to at least 
maintain asset value and receive a worthwhile rental income).

Economic contribution was also a factor with views on valuing a farmer’s time expressed. 
If farmers are expected to attend meetings designed to deliver collaborative actions, 
as self-employed individuals they need to be paid for their time especially considering 
other stakeholders (e.g. WG/NRW officials) will be paid for attending, and benefits are 
not just for the individual farmer’s business. 
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The scheme could focus in early years on improving the quality of ecosystems to bring 
them into favourable condition. Specific skills will need to be developed by farmers 
in areas such as woodland management or bog management. Guidance will also be 
needed in accessible forms, suggestions include:

• Pocket booklets
• Mobile phone apps
• Online video tutorials
• In person training 
• Mentoring

There were no discussions about specific training needs for individual management 
measures – neither would it have been timely as such detail about the scheme was not 
provided at the time of one-to-one discussion or group based sessions.

In terms of where farmers source information and guidance, this was not explored to 
such detail in these conversations as they were with interviewees in the soils group. It 
was very apparent in those discussions, and to an extent here, that farmers really valued 
the diversity of sources and ways that they could access advice and information – from 
traditional meetings and discussions, to online sources and webinars. With regards to 
the list provided, specific comments included “An option for physical support and on-
site officer visits, but also the choice of remote reporting on smartphone apps for the 
(growing) number of people who can use/learn to use them. App reporting shouldn’t 
get an extra payment incentive, because it equally makes everyone’s lives easier and 
leaves more money to deliver elsewhere. An app to aid habitat recognition and species 
recording (already commercially available) to cut back on the need for “generalist 
consultants”. Others cited the potential of such apps, provided that there would be 
appropriate training on how to use them. 

Generally, respondents noted that they would be confident in managing their habitat to 
meet the scheme’s aims (a score of 5 equalling ‘very good’). 

Fig 18

Similarly, 67% of respondents thought they had “the right skill set to deliver ecological 
outcomes on land” that they managed. Participants therefore generally felt confident 
in their abilities to deliver the scheme, though will need targeted training in some areas. 

It is important to note however, that respondents did not really have sufficient detail 
of the scheme to know at this time what ‘meeting the scheme’s aims’ would be. One 
noted that such questions were “impossible to answer, as the scheme’s aims haven’t 
been adequately outlined or communicated” – a sentiment echoed by others. Farmers’ 
responses to their confidence on delivering the scheme should therefore be interpreted 
with caution.

Farmers can play an important role in managing the impact on the countryside due 
to invasive species. As the people who with daily interaction with 88% of Welsh land 
farmers will notice and be able to respond to invasive species swiftly if enabled to act by 
the scheme. What are farmer views on this?

A small number of farmers mentioned in the one-to-one discussion how their approach 
to weed control was selective as opposed to a ‘blanket’ approach, for instance they used 
spot-spraying methods. 

Many had also introduced a rotation to their cropping cycle, to try and reduce weed 
and pest burden (whilst also providing benefits to biodiversity and soil fertility). Bracken 
and rushes were also mentioned once, but not elaborated on. The statement about 
managing invasive species was not explored during one-to-one interviews, but included 
as part of the group sessions. 
The group session discussion was based on the statement:
“Farmers can play an important role in managing the impact on the countryside due 
to invasive species (e.g. Japanese knotweed, Himalayan balsam, signal crayfish, Asian 
hornet, rhododendron, grey squirrel etc), not least because they’re on the ground over 
88% of the country’s terrestrial area, and can see the spread and emergence of these 
species.”

Facilitators explored the following questions with attendees. 
• Do you have experience of dealing with invasive species?
• How would you like this scheme to empower you to respond to invasive species?
• Are there any barriers that are in your way at present?
• Is there anything that would help you prioritise dealing with invasive species as part 

of your day-to-day work?

Experience of dealing with invasive species
Participating farmers’ experiences were varied and the management of invasive species 
management determined by economic factors. Those who had main roads, railways 
or developed areas bordering or cutting through their land were more experienced in 
dealing with invasive species.
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The discussion concluded that invasive species aren’t just non-natives, native species, 
given optimum conditions, can behave in an invasive manner and threaten the 
abundance and diversity of other species within their habitats. Examples included the 
way molinia and soft rush is behaving in some upland environments; with badgers also 
mentioned in this context. 

Differentiation between ‘invasive’ and non-native species was also considered- with some 
asking “do we need to accept that some non-natives are now part of our ecosystems, 
and provide important elements of ecosystem function?”
Discussion was also had on the need to be willing to make changes to the management 
of habitats that support the invasive species (invasive species occupy and flourish in 
niches, overabundance is a symptom of that niche being out of balance with the rest of 
the ecosystem, we need to step in and intervene – e.g. increase grazing pressure where 
invasive plants are becoming dominant).

The need to manage invasive species – even if that means actions that are unpalatable 
to some sections in society (controlling overpopulation of mammalian or avian species) 
was discussed. It was also identified that government support was required in driving 
the public messaging around this. “How do you explain that red squirrel recovery is 
almost wholly dependent on digging a massive hole and filling it with the corpses of 
grey squirrels?!”

Recognising that our climate and weather are changing or have changed, benefitting 
some species disproportionally was also mentioned. Drivers may now be different to 
previous decades and management techniques that worked in the past may no longer 
be enough, discussion concluded that management needs therefore needs to be 
adaptive.
Views on the importance of adopting a catchment-scale approach, especially with 
species such as Himalayan balsam were also expressed. 

Group sessions also discussed the following question: “How would you like this scheme 
to empower you to respond to invasive species? Is there anything that would help you 
prioritise dealing with invasive species as part of your day-to-day work?”

The notion of “hit them hard and early” was preferred in responding and managing 
invasive species, with a financial incentive in doing so. Participants were supportive of a 
fully-funded, area/region-specific ‘hit squad’. The old Forestry Commission rangers were 
cited as an example, but with a significantly wider remit to implement control measures.

Long-term strategies were cited as needed. “Hit them hard, followed by continual low-
level control”, it was recognised this would need both initial substantial financial support 
and also ongoing management payments.
A question was also asked in “Should there be a framework for invasive species like there 
is for notifiable diseases?” The relevant authority of the notifiable invasive would release 
a pot of money for initial intervention and funding for ongoing management to avoid its 
return.

The importance of grazing animals on managing and limiting the spread of invasive 
plants was emphasised. It was perceived that there aren’t many invasive plants where 
animals graze. A consensus for flexibility to allow grazing, even in stock-excluded areas, 
as a long-term method of managing regrowth after initial human intervention needs to 
be included in future contracts. 

It was discussed that the scheme should be careful about removing grazing as a habitat 
prescription as it can encourage dominance from invasive species, especially if they 
already have a toe-hold. Pigs were highlighted as solutions to bracken and ragwort and 
important in “messing-up” arrested habitat development, making it richer. 

It was acknowledged that some farmers may need help identifying invasive species 
(Asian hornet was specifically referred to), especially when they first appear. Establishing 
facilitated groups of farmers (with expert input) to deal with invasive species across 
multiple holdings/catchments was discussed as a way of planning and discussing 
targeted interventions. There was discussion on the scheme paying farmers for their 
time both attending such groups and undertaking interventions, with this approach 
“saving public money in the long-run”.

The loss of the BPS underpinning some of the work of managing invasive species at a 
continuous low-level was considered a risk that could be mitigated by introducing direct 
payments for control and management. However, there was an appreciation of the 
challenges involved in justifying such payments. “How do you explain that continually 
grazing a patch of land next to a railway line is keeping Japanese knotweed at bay, when 
the public can’t see the Japanese knotweed?”

Some natural predators (and their enhancement/reintroduction) received cautious 
support – specifically the pine marten in relation to grey squirrels. It was emphasised that 
the low-level predation they provide would only be truly successful if tied to a strategy of 
initial ‘high impact’ shooting and trapping. There was also discussion of white-tailed and 
golden eagles and their impact on mesopredators (particularly foxes), although it was 
felt that their impact on other (potentially endangered) species, wild and agricultural, 
was a significant risk factor that may be insurmountable. 
Simple predator control was discussed: “what about £1 a tail for grey squirrels?” Working 
across sectors and with other industries was also encouraged: “Game keepers have 
many of the skills required to deal with invasives, using their knowledge and expertise 
would also provide them with additional income streams”.

Barriers and Frustrations
It was acknowledged in the group sessions that it is very difficult to address invasive 
species if your neighbours aren’t farmers – utilities, railways, highways and especially 
speculative developers were highlighted as particularly problematic. There was criticism 
of local and public authorities treating invasive species up to the boundary of their 
land, but not crossing the fence. Natural Resources Wales were also criticised in being 
uncooperative and lacking proactivity in dealing with invasive species on their land with 
specific reference to grey squirrels and deer.
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Group discussions acknowledged that local authorities need more money to ring-fence 
budgets to deal with issues on road verges for example, otherwise any work on farmland 
is undermined. Furthermore “the farmer shouldn’t pick up the tab for invasive species 
that come in from beyond the farm boundary”.

Organic farming principles were discussed and the need for derogations to enable 
organic farmers to use glyphosate, and other appropriate herbicides/pesticides when 
tackling invasive species without endangering their organic status.

One of the many sets of actions to be included in the scheme will be tree planting for 
woodland creation. Diverse woodlands include native broad leaves and others which 
provide no, or longer term, revenue streams. Maintenance and selective felling within 
these woodlands could be based on long term plans to establish productive ecosystems 
supporting both natural and agricultural diversity. What are farmer views on this?

A number of respondents to the one-to-one discussions had planted shelterbelts, 
hedges, individual trees, and larger clumps of trees over recent years (some on a large 
scale), and although it wasn’t specifically noted each time, they may have done so as 
part of an agri-environment scheme. 

A number of participants also explained the virtues of trees and hedges on farm, both 
from a production (e.g. shelter for livestock) and habitat perspective. On the latter point, 
a number of farmers mentioned the role of hedges as providing connectivity between 
different blocks of habitat, as well as being a habitat in their own right. 
Whilst planting of new woodland was generally received positively, comments were 
also made about the need to protect and correctly manage existing woodland and 
ancient trees due to their carbon and biodiversity value. Natural regeneration was also 
mentioned as a way to encourage woodland cover, though the degree of management 
involved/needed was unclear. 

The fact that some interviewees had been penalised in the form of deductions to 
Basic Payments due to the density of trees on areas of their farmed land had clearly 
left a longing bitter experience of some respondents. This may have eroded interest in 
increasing woodland cover on farms, and cemented the notion that wooded areas do 
not provide the same return as ‘farmed land’; though of course it is acknowledged that 
the next scheme will not bear the same rules.  

Concern was raised as to the implications of diseases (e.g. ash dieback) or adverse 
weather (e.g. dry springs) on scheme participants, where they mean that woodland/
trees establishment fails through no fault of the landowner – some clarity as to where 
the responsibility led (and who bore the risk) would be useful. There was also an 
acknowledgement of the inevitability that there will be some failure when establishing 
woodland or hedges, and that the scheme should therefore be sufficiently long-term to 
fund re-establishment costs.
Similarly, the long-term commitment from farmers that enter into woodland creation 
(and subsequent management) agreements was viewed as something that should be 

appropriately rewarded, e.g., “The fact that many of these actions may take land out of 
productive use for a number of years – that’s a huge commitment from the farmer, and 
needs to be fully recognised”. 

Better integration of woodland into the farm business would help farmers see the 
economic value of their woodland, and not necessarily look at woodland as ‘competing’ 
for land that could be used in a production sense. One respondent noted “forestry policy 
to date in Wales has been entirely unsuccessful in encouraging people to plant more 
trees – it isn’t a matter of throwing money at tree planting grants alone, the forestry 
policy needs to back it up, and provide commercial incentive to maintain woodlands as 
a commercial part of their business”. 
Although this point was only made by one respondent in these one-to-one sessions, 
it has definitely been reported anecdotally that some landowners fear the increase 
of woodland cover will lead to proliferation of potential agricultural pests/predators, 
notably foxes, which in turn may lead to greater livestock losses. The respondent here 
associated increased woodland cover with greater bovine TB risk due to the likelihood of 
more badger–cattle interaction. This may be an interesting area for further conversation 
at a later date.

The scheme could support actions which seek to emulate natural systems for example 
mob grazing. The practice sees livestock moved regularly, often daily, in an attempt to 
replicate the natural movement of a herd being chased by predators, or search for new 
forage through scarcity and disgust. What are views on this, and similar, approaches?

Four interviewees in one-to-one discussions specifically mentioned that they grazed 
their animals (three being cattle farms, one being sheep) in a rotational manner. They 
purported this to have numerous benefits in terms of yield, with grass growth aided by 
rest periods in between grazings, but also for biodiversity. 

Farmers shouldn’t feel that they need to act in isolation. The scheme is looking to support 
farmers to work with neighbours, community and the next generation to undertake 
the task of building whole ecosystem resilience. Doing so would also support some of 
the human well-being objective through reconnecting people with place and nature, as 
well as the productive side of the farm business. What are farmer views on this?

Some comments noted that it was particularly important for the next generation of 
land managers to be able to access the scheme, possibly enhanced with an additional 
payment. It was clear from many responses that interviewees cared for their community, 
and felt angst at the way that young people were leaving rural areas due to a lack of jobs 
and other factors (the negative impact of this on the Welsh language was mentioned a 
number of times). 

A viable agricultural industry was deemed highly important to address some of the 
decline seen in recent times, and the importance and significance of an appropriate 
agri-environment scheme was highly acknowledged as being central to supporting, 
and indeed growing, the sector. 
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Mention was also made about the potential of funds to support the wider agri-food sector 
(e.g. local abattoirs) to multiply the economic value. In the same vein, the community/
societal benefits of supporting small, family farms were extolled. One respondent 
advocated that payment rates should be capped (at £30,000), especially for hill farms 
with large expanses of land but that may have relatively low labour requirements. The 
same respondent advocated that any additional payment had to be linked to generation 
of jobs/employment.  

There was some discussion about what farmers perceived the wider public would like 
farmers to achieve from productive land, beyond food. A mixed response was received, 
with many citing carbon storage and reducing flooding, however, there was a plethora of 
responses about the societal value of habitats provided on farms. Numerous statements 
were given that underlined how neighbours / the community and tourists / visitors 
gained pleasure from such areas, e.g.:

• “Access to open spaces (especially seen this over COVID) - it’s a service to our local 
communities, not about tourism, local people need space.  Visual amenity, the view, 
people like seeing these areas as they are – we’ve had many comments about it 
from the people who’ve been stopping and talking over lockdown.”

• “We have many footpaths on the land – we’re used to them. They are useful and are 
enjoyed by the local community (especially during lockdown).”

• “We’ve worked with groups who have used farm work to improve the mental health 
of young people, prisoners, the elderly, people with mental health issues – they 
also got products from it, could take produce home with them, even sell a bit of it 
(garden produce an important component in this) – all tied to the production and 
consumption of food, used to eat together as well as grow the food.”

Some were already capitalising on these benefits by intertwining them with their tourist 
attractions, and providing educational opportunities, e.g.:

• “Footpaths and access – a lot of people use them. We provide seating around our 
ponds, space to take time and relax.”

• “We have a lot of people, especially young people, coming up during lambing. Bottle 
feeding lambs, that contact with animals and food. A lot come up from Cardiff and 
London. Getting hands-on experience, seeing the cycle of life first hand. Education.”

• “Using volunteers and retirees as recorders/surveyors for ecological surveys. Training 
provided for local people to get out and record outcomes, connect those people 
with farmers, like the SMS Better Connections scheme in St Dogmaels. Creates 
wellbeing benefits for the volunteers as well, gets lonely people out and improves 
their support networks. Connects farmers to those in the community who they may 
not meet otherwise.” 

A number of statements were made that emphasised how society had lost connection 
with agriculture and how food is produced, and that this was a loss to all, including 
farmers, as society did not value or appreciate the true cost of sustainably-produced food. 
From the responses, it seemed that a number of farmers would embrace opportunities 
to interact with the public to help reverse this decline by hosting visitors, school groups, 
etc. 

8.3  Farm Development Opportunities

This element of the project explored how business planning, benchmarking, and 
interaction with market data can lead to business improvement. There was also 
consideration given to SWOT analysis. This system identifies key factors impacting on a 
farm business and can help identify areas for action.

Participant responses relevant to this theme have been captured in one-to-one 
discussions with 68 farmers taking part. Further discussion also took place during seven 
group based virtual sessions which took place after the one-to-one discussions. Broad 
themes of ambitions and goals, business SWOT analysis, farm development strategy, 
benchmarking and monitoring formed the basis of this topic.  

General overview of both one-to-one and group based discussions

1. The need to use credible, trusted and respected consultants – there was some 
scepticism amongst several of the consultees on the value of consultants. Farmers 
felt that the consultants should have some degree of credibility before they would 
take on board their views and suggestions seriously.

2. Very few had undertaken a formal written SWOT analysis – although several 
mentioned that they would do it informally.

3. Participants did not want to be penalised for failing to reach business targets – 
whilst there is general agreement that setting goals and targets are important 
and essential to drive business improvement, payments should not be linked with 
reaching those targets due to the influence of external factors.

4. Support should be focused on improving productivity – a range of themes have 
been identified and considerations from existing schemes. Accessibility for all farm 
sizes is important. Further scheme detail is required to fully determine attitudes on 
benchmarking and monitoring farm development.

Ambitions and Goals
Do you set goals/targets for your own business?
Setting goals or business targets was common practice with those who took place in the 
one-to-one  sessions, 30 of the 68 who took part said they did set goals / targets whilst 
a further 24 said they did to a degree. Those who said they did not set goals or targets 
elaborated on individual circumstances as to why including impending retirement, 
business objectives and business transition due to bereavement.

Further feedback from those operating as sole traders or partnerships, was that goals 
and targets are largely informal and based on communication and understanding 
between those involved with the running of the business. Larger and more complex 
farm businesses especially in the dairy sector would have more formal targets. 
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Fig 19

The type of goals currently set by farming business can be grouped as:
• Productivity; examples include improved growth rates, yield per animal / per ha, 

reduced mortality rates, resistance and drug use and system management.
• Reducing cost; better grassland utilization, reduced concentrate purchase, 

overhead/ machinery cost
• Profitability; improving farm performance, alternative income and added value
• Land and environment; soil pH status, farm infrastructure, environmental 

improvements
• Business growth and succession

Participating farmers were asked “What type of goals or targets should be considered 
as part of the SFS scheme? (Bearing in mind that these would need to be relevant to all 
farm types and personal / financial situations)”. Whilst comments were received on the 
limitations of a standardised approach and variances between farm businesses, there 
seems to be agreement that food production and profitability are overarching goals.

More detailed sub targets or goals relevant to all farm types suggested were:
• Productivity and technical efficiency
• Environmental and soil health
• Animal health and welfare

Goals and Targets with Economic Ambitions
Participants were asked “Should goals /targets set as part of the SFS scheme include an 
element of economic ambition? (Please elaborate as to what is reasonable or not)”
Half of those taking part in the discussions (33) believed that an economic ambition 
should be included to help ensure that businesses are working towards profitability as 
this underpins all other aspects. There were some caveats in relation to market forces 
and political ambition for ‘cheap’ food in terms of what ambitions are reasonable. 

Nearly a quarter (14) weren’t sure if it should be included largely due to the different 
levels of economic ambition between businesses.

Those who said no expressed concern as to how external factor influences affect 
economic potential.

There would appear to be an opportunity to include goals or targets that have an 
element of economic ambition, but it should be within the control of the farmer and not 
influenced by external factors.

Personal Ambitions

“How can the scheme take into account personal ambitions (i.e. the things you want to 
achieve for yourself in life) that may impact the economic potential of the farm business? 
(E.g. succession, retirement, other interests etc.)”

Respondents to the one-to-one discussions believed that a certain degree of flexibility 
should be factored into the scheme and that having a baseline level of support with 
incentivised enhancements could be a way of taking into account personal ambitions.

Taking into account and supporting diversification and alternative ventures and the 
contribution to farming families is important as well as being flexible and supportive of 
the needs of the younger generation as well as succession and retirement.

The scheme should also not restrict the opportunity for undertaking major changes to 
farming businesses.

Fig 20
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“Do all goals / targets need to be measured or can they be aspirations?”

There was no clear direction in response to this question with the merits of both 
approaches acknowledged. Being able to self-set goals would have a better impact and 
would allow for external influences relative to the farming business.

“Should goals/ targets identified within the SFS be for a time specific period? (e.g. 1 year, 
5 years, 10 years)” 

Most participants in one-to-one  discussions believed that goals or targets should be time 
specified provided the timescale was relative and the scheme has sufficient flexibility to 
allow for a change in circumstances or delayed achievement due to external factors. 

The importance of discussing ambitions for farming businesses
This was addressed as part of the group sessions. Participants were asked to discuss: 
How do farmers feel about discussing the ambitions for their farming businesses? 
In general, farmers were relatively open about discussing their ambitions. Many do so 
informally around the kitchen table but only a few would document their ambitions on 
paper. 

Interestingly, some felt that younger farmers are more open to sharing their goals with 
others, stating that they might have a different mind-set to older generations. This 
was not a universal view across the s but several believed that farmers’ ambitions may 
change with age. One farmer said “the younger you are, the more reckless you are - with 
age comes responsibility”. As farmers become older, it was thought that their ambitions 
become less financially driven and become more focussed on succession. 

Preparing a clear succession plan was seen as an important long-term ambition for 
farming businesses. One farmer said “it is healthy to encourage multi-generational 
discussions within families”. Furthermore, succession was considered to have a major 
influence on how farmers plan for the future, how they develop their farming policy and 
whether they pursue any business expansion goals. 

Other aspects which could potentially influence how farmers plan and set ambitions for 
the future included whether the farmer was an owner-occupier or tenant, the level of 
borrowing within the business, the location of the farm and quality of the land. 

Irrespective of the individual circumstances of the farmer, all those who took part in 
the group activity believed that having ambitions was important for their businesses. 
They said that “having ambitions is a good thing – you must have something to drive 
towards”. It was also said that ambitions help to “sharpen focus” and they “must be 
reviewed regularly” as “we try to improve what we do year on year”. 

Whilst it was acknowledged that not all ambitions had to be financial, it was clear that 
profitability had to come first in the minds of many farmers. One farmer said “while 
farming is both a lifestyle and a job, it still needs to be a profitable business in the long-
term”. With the squeeze on farming margins over past decades, many felt that “farming 
has become more business orientated” and “making money must come first” before 
you can look at the wider social and environmental benefits that farming can provide. To 
further illustrate the importance of financial viability, another farmer said that “my main 
ambition for the last 30 years has been survival”.  

There was also a strong sense of pride amongst those who took part. The tradition of 
family farms was seen as fundamental to the identity of Welsh agriculture. In one of the 
group activity a farmer said “we are the seventh generation of our family to farm here 
– we have a legacy to protect”. In many cases, farmers had turned to diversification or 
off-farm employment as a means of protecting that legacy. It was said that “commercial 
reality affects our ambitions – the farm cannot support two families so we have had to 
seek income and employment off the farm”. 

It is also important to note that some farmers were reluctant to share some of their 
ambitions in fear of business competition. For example, one farmer said “I don’t want to 
share my diversification ideas with anyone” and another said “I don’t want to tell people 
my secrets”. Therefore, there is a degree of commercial confidentiality within farming 
businesses.  

Another observation made by the facilitator in one of the group sessions was the 
differences in farming outlook and behaviour between sectors. For example, dairy 
farmers were considered to be more open with their production figures and more willing 
to share information through benchmarking, for example, compared to farmers in the 
red meat sector. Whilst this is a generalisation and certainly not true in all instances, it 
was nevertheless interesting to observe the perceived differences in behaviour. 

In terms of the factors farmers consider when setting their ambitions for the future, the 
design and structure of the Sustainable Farming Scheme was seen as very important. 
One farmer said that “getting a clear steer from government on how things are going 
to look in the future would enable us to plan better”. Several were concerned about 
entry to the new scheme, particularly those who had been proactive in doing a lot of 
agri-environmental works in the past and the comment was made “we would feel very 
aggrieved if we lost out from participating in the scheme because we’ve done everything 
and that there was nothing more to do”. 

All group activity shared strong views on the role of consultants. Some farmers use 
consultants to “bring in new fresh ideas”. However, advice needs to be specific to the 
individual farm as everyone’s circumstances are different. One farmer’s criticism of 
consultants used in the past was “all of their reports were the same” and farmers did not 
value them given the perception that reports had been “copied and pasted”. Another 
farmer said “it does worry me the fact that the The Welsh Government are thinking of 
putting an individual adviser onto every farm in Wales - getting the right
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standard of person and covering the whole of Wales will be a challenge!”. 

There was a clear feeling that there was a lack of quality consultants available and farmers 
would only take heed of advice from people they trust and respect. A farmer who had 
been a Demonstration Farm with Farming Connect said “you won’t get better feedback 
than peer-to-peer challenges from fellow farmers” and “don’t underestimate the ability 
of farmers to develop their own ambitions”. It was also noted that very few consultants, 
if any at all, would have the necessary depth of knowledge to advise on all aspects of 
the farming business, so their role would need to include signposting to more specific 
advice or support.

Reviewing Goals

“How often should the SFS scheme review your goals?”

In line with a desire for flexibility within the scheme, feedback has been for an annual or 
bi annual review opportunity, with a more detailed review at 5 years to take into account 
short- and medium-term goals a farm business may have. 

Definition of a successful farm business
A final question was asked at the end of the discussion on targets and goals for 
participants to share their definition of a successful farm business.

Four key themes emerged in that such businesses are perceived as being:
• Profitable, viable and able to re-invest
• Efficiently producing to a high standard for a defined market
• Able to have a good work – life balance
• Environmentally sustainable

Current considerations within participating farming businesses
As part of the discussion on factors influencing farm businesses, farmers in one-to-
one discussions were asked if they had undertaken a SWOT analysis of their farming 
business. Nearly half said that they did not whilst the remainder had either completed 
a SWOT analysis or were doing so informally. One respondent said “never done formally, 
but it runs through your head on a daily basis”.

A follow-on question was asked of farmers to consider the main strength, weakness, 
opportunity and threat to their farming business. All participants regardless of whether 
or not they had previously undertaken a SWOT analysis identified considerations relevant 
to their businesses. Whilst not formal or documented, this suggests there is informal, 
and ongoing SWOT considerations that inform farm business decisions.

A summary of respondents’ current SWOT considerations is in the table below:

Strengths Weaknesses

Financial- No debt, Profitable, Tenure, 
Strong balance sheet

Financial- High fixed cost, Borrowing, 
Ability to re-invest, Subsidy reliance, 
Tenure, Cash poor, Return from business

Production- Efficiency, Good grassland 
/ livestock management, Scale, Quality 
produced, understanding of the land’s 
potential, Recording.

Production- Low margins, Price taker, 
Current system (suckler cows), Input 
costs, Scale, Specialised

Personal- Determination, Adaptable, 
Skillset and Capability, Good staff, Family 
labour, Experience, Succession in place

Personal- Farmer age, Personal 
health, Cost management, Business 
view, Knowledge/ skillset/ CPD, Time 
management, Work-life balance

Alternative income- Diversification, Mixed 
enterprises, Diverse business

Alternative income- off farm work limiting 
attention to detail

Environmental- Habitat presence, Agri 
Environment scheme participation, 
Location

Environmental- Weather, Location, 
Topography

Opportunities Threats

Financial- SFS scheme, Improved prices 
from Brexit

Financial- Political issues and vulnerability 
of sector, Brexit / Tariffs and loss of trade, 
Loss of BPS and uncertainty on new 
scheme, Taxation changes 

Production- Improve farm infrastructure, 
Alternative crops and enterprises, 
maximise farm potential, Increase scale.

Production- Increased input costs, Market 
price fluctuations, Livestock disease and 
animal health, Market volatility and cheap 
imports, NVZ regulations

Personal- Improve marketing 
skills, Continued Farming Connect 
engagement “keys to doors”

Personal- Illness and accident, Mental 
health in uncertain times, Labour 
availability.

Alternative income- Direct selling, Added 
Value, Tourism enterprises

Environmental- Weather, Climate change, 
Reduced habitat payment values.

Environmental- Income potential of 
habitat, Carbon storage payment

Whilst many of the strengths and weaknesses identified are internal factors, there was 
a notable consideration of political issues as threats to farming businesses which have 
a clear bearing on a business ability to plan for the future. It was also notable across all 
types of farms that many are considering opportunities for direct sale / added value and 
establishment of tourism enterprises.
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Group sessions were asked to consider and debate “What are the main Strengths and 
Weaknesses of farming businesses in Wales?” The table below summarises the collective 
thoughts of farmers who took part in group discussions.

Strengths Weaknesses

• Superior grass growing ability.
• Most farms across Wales are efficient at 

converting grass into meat and/or milk.
• Wales has a strong ‘brand’ and known 

globally for producing high quality 
food, particularly PGI Welsh Lamb, for 
example.

• Most red meat production is on a grass-
based system which is more sustainable 
and environmentally friendly than 
other forms of intensive farming found 
elsewhere in the world. 

• Wales is seen as a “green country” and 
has a good story to tell. 

• Large asset base – most farmers across 
Wales are owner-occupiers with the 
ability to use their assets as collateral to 
lend in order to invest etc. 

• The traditional family farm is of cultural 
importance to Wales and is the 
backbone of the rural economy. 

• Businesses have access to excellent 
support services through Farming 
Connect. 

• Welsh agriculture has a highly skilled 
and adaptable workforce. 

• Wales has a network of well-respected 
farming colleges which are doing an 
excellent job in preparing the next 
generation of farmers. 

• Farming is the backbone of the Welsh 
language in rural communities. 

• Farmers are resilient and “plough on” 
regardless of the challenges thrown at 
them (also considered to be a weakness 
if farmers are reluctant to change). 

• Over reliance on support payments for 
financial viability. 

• Poor broadband and connectivity in 
rural areas which is holding businesses 
back. 

• Majority of farmers are commodity 
producers and thus “price takers”. 

• Wales as a brand is not used to its 
full potential – the industry is poor 
at marketing and connecting with 
consumers. 

• Farmers are not directly connected to 
the marketplace and therefore do not 
get direct feedback from the consumer 
on what they want in order to adjust. 

• Insufficient processing capacity in 
Wales, i.e. abattoirs and milk processing 
plants. 

• Unfair milk supply contracts. 
• Too many “lifestyle farmers” holding 

back opportunities for more productive 
farmers. 

• Farms do not use enough technology 
to improve efficiency and to help them 
make better decisions. 

• Farmers are often time poor. 
• The average age of farmers is too high. 
• Minority of farmers engaged in “bad 

practice” are giving the industry a bad 
name – need to tackle issues around 
water quality and slurry management. 

• Obtaining planning permission can 
be difficult at times, either for farm 
expansion or diversification. 

• Farmers are “creatures of habit” and can 
be resistant to change. One farmer said 
“we are too emotionally connected to 
our businesses, to the land we farm, to 
the stock we raise and where we live – 
we don’t like change”.

Farmers taking part in group discussions were also asked to discuss and debate “What 
are the main Opportunities and Threats to Welsh agriculture?” Opportunities and threats 
identified are summarised in the table below:

Opportunities Threats

• Rise in consumer interest and support 
for local food and local supply chains on 
the back of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

• Opportunities for more direct selling 
of products to the consumer and 
obtaining premium prices. 

• Diversification into tourism – a way of 
introducing a ‘non-farming’ income 
stream so farming businesses are not so 
exposed to the volatile marketplace. 

• Establishing joint ventures. 
• To develop a new, simple and flexible 

agricultural support scheme, outside 
the EU. 

• The new SFS offering an income stream 
for producing environmental and other 
public goods.

• Selling carbon credits (also considered a 
threat if it leads to productive farmland 
being lost to forestry).

• Opportunities for more collaboration 
between farmers and to increase 
processing capacity in Wales. 

• The role of technology to make farming 
businesses more efficient and profitable. 

• Greater use of social media to connect 
with the consumer (also viewed as a 
potential threat).

• Volatile marketplace and unpredictable 
prices. 

• No deal Brexit and potential trade 
disruption. 

• Imbalance of lamb supply/demand in 
UK if no trade deal is agreed with the 
EU. 

• Disease – animal (TB etc) and human 
(Covid-19 etc) 

• Anti-meat campaign and vegan 
“misinformation”. 

• Public perception that red meat is 
harmful to our health and to the 
environment. 

• Disconnect between the producer and 
the consumer and negative social media 
campaigns. 

• Loss of productive farmland to forestry. 
• Too much “industrial farming” might 

damage the tradition of family farms 
across Wales. 

• Climate change. 
• Extreme weather events and seasonal 

changes. 
• Rising input costs. 
• Threat of cheap imports undercutting 

UK farmers. 
• Lack of political support for farming 

(reference to the Agriculture Bill debate). 
• Potential recession on the back of 

Covid-19 affecting people’s disposable 
income to spend on food etc. 

• Too much power in the hands of a few 
major retailers/supermarkets. 

• Potential saturation of tourism related 
diversification projects on farm. 

• Rising house prices in tourism hot spots 
driving young people away, leading to 
labour shortages. 

The group discussion focussed on the generic strengths and weaknesses of Welsh 
agriculture and, unfortunately, time did not allow for a detailed discussion on sector 
specific points, although some are noted above.

As with the discussion on strengths and weaknesses, most of the group  discussion 
focussed on the  generic opportunities and threats to Welsh agriculture and,   
unfortunately, time did not allow a detailed discussion on sector specific points, although 
some are noted above. 
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Strength and Weaknesses
Participants in one-to-one discussions were asked “The SFS wants to support farmers 
by focusing on strengths and weaknesses that are internal factors (within the farmers’ 
control) that can affect a farm’s performance. What are the main strengths and 
weaknesses that can be addressed by individual farm businesses?” The same overarching 
themes emerged as previous considerations but strengths were more prevalent around 
personal and production factors whereas weaknesses were broader in scope.

Internal Strength Factors Internal Weakness Factors

• Financial- Management
• Production- Quality of produce and 

brand recognition (e.g. Welsh Lamb), 
Potential for grass-based systems and 
management, Market led

• Personal- Skillset of the farmer, 
Adaptability, Stockmanship

• Alternative income- Added value 
• Environmental- Climate for forage-

based production

• Financial- Management of business 
cost and profitability, need to derive 
more income from the home market, 
Complexity of current support schemes 
and administrative cost

• Production- Benchmarking and 
productivity measurements, Facilities 
and Infrastructure, Scale of farm 
businesses

• Personal- Timely succession, 
Collaboration with other farmers, 
Culture of reliance on support 
payments, Business management 
skillset, Communicating the positive 
image of farming

• Alternative income- Diversity of farming 
businesses and ability of some farms to 
seek alternative income

• Environmental- Habitat management 
and potential

Farmers will be gathering information from various sources everyday which can be 
used to substantiate their strengths and weakness. What information do farmers hold 
which can provide an evidence base to the assessment?

Participants described the information they hold to form an evidence base and facts for 
assessing strengths and weaknesses. These include annual accounts and benchmarking/ 
cost of production data (farm business survey, the red meat benchmarking scheme, 
and TESCO cost of production were referred to as examples), on farm records, labour 
availability and land type/ classification as per SAF mapping.
 
Participants were not asked about their willingness to share such data with the Welsh 
Government; however, it has been established that a clear purpose and incentive would 
be needed should farmers share commercial data with the Welsh Government. Views 
were expressed that the level of detail required needs to be proportional to the support 
received.

Standardised evaluation of Strengths and Weaknesses
To conclude the one-to-one discussion on strengths and weakness, participants were 
asked “To have a standardised approach to evaluating the strength and weaknesses of 
all farms, what specific categories should be used (e.g. performance (crop/ livestock), 
finance, facilities, land etc)”? 

In reviewing responses on strengths and weaknesses; financial, production, personal, 
alternative income and the environment have been themes whereby responses could 
be reasonably grouped. However, participants did not feel that a standardised approach 
would work due to differences in farming systems and businesses. Reasons cited 
included:

• “All businesses are different. Profit figures should be referred to. One size does not 
fit all.”

• “Farms are all very different. Having a standardised approach might be a recipe for 
disaster. Does not think that the government should be evaluating performance, 
let the market do that. The government should not try to run people’s businesses.

• “Needs some guidance to help farmers think about it, e.g. provide a list of suggestions. 
But can’t be too standardised as all farm types/systems are different”

• “…All farmers view their own businesses differently.”
• “Can have broad categories to help as a guide, but they will all be very different.”
• “It is really difficult to have a standardised approach. Sheep performance is secondary 

to carbon work on our farm.”
• “Can’t have a standardised (approach to evaluate strengths and weaknesses)- 

extensive and intensive systems would be completely different”
• “All farms are different. Hill farms are different to lowland farms. Different areas can 

benefit from tourism etc. Owner occupier v tenant. Don’t see how a standardised 
approach can work for all of Wales.”

It was expressed the Welsh Government’s role and objective in reviewing the strengths 
and weaknesses of farm businesses should be considered. This is to ensure the right 
balance between supporting and encouraging farm development versus capturing 
data and information that does not lend itself to a standardised approach. 

Opportunities and Threats
Seeking information or intelligence on emerging opportunities and / or threats to farm 
businesses
Participants indicated they were relying on a combination of sources to find information 
and intelligence. This would include:

• Articles and information in the farming press
• Online sources: websites, social media, podcasts etc
• Farming Connect- discussion groups, events and advisors
• Sector specific support (HCC/ AHDB Dairy...) (market prices and trends)
• Attend events of interest- shows
• Informed by others: farmers, advisor, vet, auctioneer, land agent 
• Farming union communication
• Independent trials and research
• Gwlad
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Participants were also asked “Would it be useful for all farms to look at added value 
opportunities? (agricultural and processed products)”. Feedback was that it was a good 
exercise to undertake and consider but, there was acknowledgement that this would 
not be suitable for everybody. There were also concerns that promoting added value 
could lead to saturation with current trend in milk vending cited as an example.
 
Encouraging the consideration of added value to the resources available to a farm 
business was however discussed more positively as it has a much wider scope and can 
take into account personal attributes. 

Farm Development Strategy
SWOT analysis can be used to identify the internal and external factors impacting on 
individual farm businesses. It then considers the relationship between the internal and 
external factors to improve performance. This can be defined as one or a combination 
of 4 approaches:

• Growth (SO) use of internal strengths to exploit external opportunities
• Reinforce (ST) use of internal strengths to mitigate impacts of external weakness
• Defensive (WO) – Overcoming internal weakness by exploiting external opportunities
• Avoidance (WT) – Overcoming internal weakness and minimising external threats

Understanding the value of developing such a strategy and how it could be used to 
adapt and make changes to the farming system is paramount. The effectiveness of the 
exercise is dependent on the willingness and the ability to implement the strategy. There 
will be some aspects which can be addressed without support. Other aspects might be 
better facilitated with support.

How does the group feel about developing a strategy based on the SWOT approach?  
Would the group act upon the strategy?

Response from one-to-one discussions:

There was no influencing factor or correlation with having previously undertaken a SWOT 
analysis in relation to responses to this question. It is likely to be down to individual and 
personal opinions and experiences.

Nearly all participants said that they would follow a farm business strategy to a degree 
if they were to adapt and/ or make changes to the farming business. Further comments 
were that the strategy needs to be adaptable and flexible to seasonal and changing 
market conditions and specific to the business. Some responses emphasised the 
importance of the strategy being conceived by the farmer to ensure that it was realistic 
and could be followed. One commented that they were “not confident in Government 
undertaking the SWOT ‘’ and another reflected on ‘having had a plan done in the past- it 
was not realistic”.

It was deemed important the role of advisors in defining and developing farm business 
strategies was clear so as to provide ownership by the farmer. 

Farmers who had adapted or changed the farm business in the last 5 years discussed 
establishing diversified income streams, changing farming systems and enterprises and 
implementing succession as the main activities. There was a view by a few that farmers 
are constantly changing and adapting. 

Farming Connect was referred to as the main mechanism that farmers use to access 
advice and support as well as their own research and liaison with banks etc for investment.

Grant schemes for farm businesses were referred to positively in enabling and supporting 
change, however one commented on the farm business grant “too restrictive to a smaller 
farm” due to minimum spend requirements.
This same element of developing the farm business strategy was also posed in the group 
sessions. Participants were asked “What are the pros and cons of developing a farm 
strategy based on the SWOT approach?”

Responses from group sessions are summarised below:

Pro’s Cons

• Most farmers felt it was a “good way of 
setting it out” and it “helps to see things 
more clearly”. 

• As each farm is different, a SWOT 
analysis is a good way of analysing each 
business individually, in order to develop 
a strategy that’s right for the farmer and 
the farm. 

• Strong support for a SWOT analysis to 
be undertaken in conjunction with a 
“quality consultant or adviser”. 

• Some farmers might be reluctant to 
share personal or private information. 

• Having someone discussing the 
weaknesses of their businesses could be 
viewed as a “personal attack”. 

• Some are not familiar with a SWOT – 
would need careful explaining. 

• Concern that a “consultant-led” SWOT 
analysis could end up with each farm 
having a “carbon copy” SWOT and farm 
strategy. 

Fig 21
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In general, farmers were supportive of the SWOT analysis approach to develop a farm 
strategy but reinforced the point that the farmers must “own” the SWOT. Furthermore, 
each strategy must be individual to the farm and consider not only the physical resources 
(i.e. land, buildings and assets etc.) but also the human resources (i.e. the people involved 
in the business - their skills, interests and passions). There was a need to look at the farm 
“as a whole” and not just the economic performance as there were other measures of 
farm progress such as conservation etc. 

The role of the consultant was raised again, and one farmer said “it’s mind boggling! 
Logistically, how is it all going to work? Are there enough advisers to work with farmers to 
produce a SWOT?”. The point was also made that farmers prefer to “learn from someone 
who’s been there and done it, rather than a consultant who is trying to sell an idea”. 

There was consensus that “things work better bottom up” i.e. a strategy that is led by the 
farmer and not consultant or government led. Advisers should act more as facilitators 
in asking the right questions and not offering the solution. The farmer should be 
empowered to take responsibility for the solutions and future strategy. According to one 
farmer “a top down approach would be the wrong strategy as farmers will feel that the 
plan is imposed on them”. 

It was generally believed that “adviser” is a better title than “consultant” and their role 
should be to listen, help farmers to see opportunities and assist them in accessing further 
support through signposting etc. In addition, advisers could have a role in providing 
feedback to government on areas where farmers need additional support. 

A few believed that the term “SWOT analysis” might put some farmers off and suggested 
that a different label should be used. Overall, however, it was seen as a useful exercise 
and one farmer said “it’s something we all should be doing”. 

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)
Participants were asked “Could Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) (targets) be an 
effective part of a development strategy?”

The majority weren’t opposed to the use of KPIs with over half stating it would be an 
effective part of a development strategy. The hill ram scheme was cited as a good 
example and comment was received that it could work well in intensive systems. 

Further comments include “For the farmer, yes - it would be valuable. Good way to track 
progress. If they are being used to keep check on farmer and to penalise farmers for failing 
to reach targets, then no - not useful. They must be used constructively. Maybe, KPIs are 
a snapshot only - might cost a lot more to achieve that KPI, so bottom line is worse. Don’t 
place too much emphasis on specific KPIs - must be a whole farm approach”. Clarity 
would be required if establishing KPIs are part of The Welsh Government monitoring or 
to be encouraged as part of individual farm development. 

Those who opposed the use of KPIs sighted added stress and consequences of failing

to reach performance as well as the wider contribution of farming that cannot be 
measured by KPIs.

SFS Farm Development Support
Participants were asked “What type of support would you expect through the SFS having 
developed a farm business strategy? (Proposals include finance towards infrastructure, 
equipment, skills, information and guidance)”. Respondents were not prompted to 
detail specific interventions; however, infrastructure and equipment support was the 
most prominent expectation. Considerations and experiences from previous support 
schemes were also shared. 

Type of Support Considerations

Infrastructure and buildings

Do not be too prescriptive or restrictive- 
should be able to support what is iden-
tified in the strategy including on farm 
non-agricultural investments.
Slurry storage if NVZ is to be pan Wales
Investment must be financially justified
Consider suckler cow demise and role in 
habitat management 

Productivity investments and equipment FBG helpful and should continue
Look at production efficiency

Land improvement 

Supporting soil health and carbon cap-
ture.
Liming 
Fencing

Information and guidance

Farming Connect an established scheme 
that can be developed. 
Independent advice crucial
Webinars a good way of getting message 
across
Consider streamlining scheme adminis-
tration
Legal and business advice required

Education and training

Skills training is important
Improve education on environment
Learning never stops
Health and safety training is important

Research and development Support the adoption of new technology

There were also pertinent views on barriers within existing schemes to consider especially 
by smaller farm businesses in the beef and sheep sector. “Match funding - ……. those that 
can’t afford it can’t get any benefit from the scheme…. Minimum of £4,000 grant in FBG 
was too high for a lot of businesses. Making people invest in things they didn’t need just 
to meet the threshold.” “Better funding opportunities (buildings & equipment) for small-
scale farms, not just those able to qualify for FBG & SPG because
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of being in a position to spend larger sums of money.” Another commented on the 
importance of “Grants and support, should not be based on a level of profitability that 
favour larger farms who can show a higher profit figure (£). The desire for “an easy to 
access grant would be useful, without having to spend a certain amount just to get it.” 
Quantifies this position. 

Young entrants also found existing schemes difficult due to the threshold: “As a young 
farmer if support was based on the FBG, I would spend £7,500 to get 40% grant, but only 
need a cheaper item which doesn’t help me. Having to spend above a threshold puts me 
off.” There were also comments on the definition of the next generation in determining 
support- “Not to limit support to under 40, due to succession delay, there are farmers 
over 40 who are ‘starting out’ in their own right.”

A small minority expressed the view the scheme should not provide grants for equipment 
and that Welsh farms “shouldn’t be looking at intensifying systems now”.

Generally, there is acceptance and endorsement of existing financial support schemes 
that are delivered by The Welsh Government.  

Strategy Review
Participants were asked about the frequency of reviewing the strategy. A mixed response 
was received with some suggesting an annual review and others favouring a five-year 
review period. Others favoured a shorter review period of 2 – 3 years.

A strategic view should be over the medium to long term and some respondents 
suggested a formal 5-year review with a lighter touch opportunity in the scheme to 
amend annually as changing circumstances and market conditions dictate. 

Participation in Strategy Development

Fig 22

The majority of participants agreed that a farm development strategy should be in place 
for any business which receives farm development support through the SFS scheme. 

It was acknowledged that a strategy will help farmers to think about their business, but 
the support needs to be relative to achieve the ambitions of the strategy. Capping the 
level of business support should also be considered.

Farm Development Plan
Participants were asked: “Should the Farm Development plan be compulsory for all 
SFS scheme members or limited to those who are planning change?” The responses 
were split on a 50:50 basis. Few comments were made as to the reasoning behind these 
responses but there were comments on not forcing the creation of the plan and if it 
would be relative and worthwhile to smaller farms.

Views that it would be reasonable to support farm businesses who are planning change 
to create a farm development plan, and encourage others in the scheme to partake were 
expressed. Other participants expressed an alternative of including a farm development 
plan as a compulsory aspect of the scheme for farm businesses in receipt of support 
over a defined monetary threshold.

Benchmarking and ongoing assessment
Participants in one-to-one discussions were asked” To what extent should a commitment 
for ongoing assessment and benchmarking of your farming business be an integral part 
of the new SFS scheme?” Nine of the 68 respondents did not think it should be integral 
with comments that “it is a snapshot in time” and that one “cannot compare farms 
directly”. Three thought it should be compulsory.

The remainder believed the commitment should be dependent on what has been 
identified in the farm development plan and / or dependent on the support received 
through the scheme. One commented that it should be proportional to the funds 
available.
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Fig 23

There is a wide range of opinion on supplying farm data to a central hub. At this stage, 
although the question has been asked it would not be right to draw conclusions based 
on the initial response. The availability of more specific scheme information and clarity 
as to how such information may be used will give a more reasonable assessment of 
opinion. 

Monitoring Progress
Other ways of monitoring progress relative to farm development included the following 
suggestions:

• “Accounts is a good way of analysing and monitoring, but not fair on all farmers as 
some might be investing heavily at the start.” 

• “Annual declaration of progress which also assesses profitability” Could banks get 
involved as they are doing a similar assessment on some farm businesses?

• “Support visits- officer to come to farm to provide support (like a mini review of 
the business with you)”. Such visits could also monitor any capital investment or 
support.

• Pre agreed productivity measurements per livestock unit or per ha
• “Remote sensing and aerial imagery (but concerns and sensitivities over ‘big 

brother’). How do you measure the benefit of the scheme to Welsh culture and 
community life? Need to consider wider health and wellbeing outcomes. Visual 
evidence - before and after pictures may be useful”

A number of participants did not have sound views on monitoring as they did not feel 
sufficiently informed about what was to be monitored. Monitoring business development 
will need to consider the external influences that impact profitability and inhibit or 
restrict a farm business’ ability to develop. 

Monitoring a farm’s progress and performance and sharing the results with the Welsh 
Government.
Monitoring a farm business’ own progress and performance and sharing results with the 
Welsh Government was discussed during the group sessions. Groups were asked

to consider “To what extent should farmers be managing their own progress and 
performance and sharing the results with the Welsh Government? How might this be 
done?”

Farmers understood that if they receive public money, they should be accountable for it 
and accepted that the scheme must be monitored “to be fair to the taxpayer”. However, 
they stressed that monitoring must be simple. Furthermore, the majority were happy to 
share data with the Welsh Government provided that data was kept confidential. 

One suggestion was to have a process of self-assessment backed up by some external 
verification, either through an on farm visit every three years or a percentage of farms 
receiving a visit. An annual visit or inspection on each farm across Wales was considered 
to be “too onerous” and would be too expensive to administer. 

There was a level of concern that too much monitoring could eat into the budget and 
reduce the amount of support money available to farming businesses. It was said that 
“there must be a balance struck between money spent on administration and the money 
that reaches farming businesses and someone needs to keep an eye on that balance”. 
Another farmer said “I don’t want the scheme to end up with more administrators than 
farmers”. 

One suggestion was that the self-assessment should follow along the same lines as the 
existing SAF application as farmers are already familiar with that procedure. In addition, 
to minimise the cost of monitoring, some farmers would welcome greater use of 
technology by submitting photographic evidence of works through an app, for example, 
and thus reducing the need for people on the ground conducting physical inspections. 

A further important note made during the group sessions was having clarity over what 
was being monitored. If the data collected was not consistent and accurate across all 
farms, then that could undermine the credibility of the scheme. As one farmer said “the 
data you get out is only as good as the data you put in”. Others warned that the scheme 
should not be over reliant on data to measure outcomes as “data does not explain 
everything”. 

Whilst on the whole farmers were open to sharing data, some of those on the group 
activity were wary about it and sceptical over what use the Government would make of 
the data. Comparisons were made with supermarket cost of production contracts where 
there was a feeling too much commercial data was being shared along the supply chain 
which could put even more pressure on margins. 

Having flexibility in the scheme was also important to the farmers who took part in the 
group sessions. They wanted to see a partnership approach being developed between 
farmers and the Government based on mutual trust. Some wanted a project officer 
assigned to each farm to support farmers and manage the scheme, enabling sensible 
discussions and derogations to be offered in circumstances where farmers cannot reach 
targets due to external factors such as extreme weather.
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As one farmer said “I don’t agree that the Welsh Government should pay on results 
only because farmers are not in control of everything, particularly the weather. That’s 
the difficulty I see with an outcome-based system”. Furthermore, as some outcomes, 
particularly environmental ones, can take years to achieve, farmers wanted to see 
flexibility over the length of time they are evaluated.

Another feature of the discussions was a desire to move away from “the penalty culture 
of the past”. Participants felt that some of the language used on RPW online was “hostile” 
and did not want to be penalised disproportionately for innocent mistakes. This was 
seen as an opportunity to design a scheme that was far more flexible and sympathetic 
to the challenges that farmers face. It was said that “the Welsh Government need to 
make it exciting for farmers to be part of the scheme”. 

Whilst it was acknowledged that having project officers assigned to each farm would 
increase the cost of monitoring and administration, some believed it would make the 
scheme more effective and efficient. 

Interestingly, one farmer made reference to an innovative collaboration of farmers in 
the Catskill mountains who have come together to ensure a safe and clean supply of 
water to New York City. This is where the New York City Department of Environmental 
Protection is offering financial support to farmers who help maintain water quality for 
9.5 million city customers. Each farmer within the region has goals and targets to reach 
and if, for any reason, a farmer fails to reach any targets due to factors beyond their 
control, another farmer is asked to review and look at the reasoning why, in a system 
called farmer-to-farmer peer reviews. This was shared as an example of how monitoring 
could be done by those within the scheme. 

On the whole, farmers were prepared to monitor their farm progress and share the 
results with the Welsh Government provided the process was simple, inexpensive to 
administer and flexible. 

Animal health is the physical, mental and social wellbeing of an animal. Animal welfare 
is the ability for that animal to express its natural behaviour. The way farm animals are 
cared for and the way their health is managed has a big impact on farm businesses, the 
environment and society as a whole. Biosecurity is a specific animal health and welfare 
tool. It includes high welfare standards and specific actions to prevent disease, decreases 
the likelihood animals will become ill. 

This leads to:
• Healthier and more productive animals
• More profitable farms
• Less pollution and carbon emissions
• Less risk to human health 

67 one-to-one discussions took place with farmers to develop further insight and 
understanding on this theme. This was the most prescriptive discussion of the four 
themes with most of the questions specific and offering a choice of answers. Participants 
were also able to elaborate and provide reasoning as required. 

Four key topics were covered separately:
• animal health planning;
• antibiotic usage; 
• Biosecurity; and 
• record keeping. 

Discussions concluded with participants asked to rate their opinion on the 
appropriateness of funding from the SFS scheme being linked to each topic discussed 
and where respondents would like to see Government assistance.

Group Sessions in relation to animal health & welfare and livestock management 
advanced the discussion on specific actions and interventions or incentives within the 
Sustainable Farming Scheme for consideration. Seven group sessions were undertaken 
and facilitated by a qualified and practicing farm animal vet. Discussions were based 
around a series of five questions and statements, and groups asked to develop a 
common view that would be relative to most Welsh farms. The feedback from these 
group sessions is discussed separately for this theme at the end of this chapter.

 8.4 Animal Health & Welfare and Livestock Management
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General overview of both one-to-one and group based discussions 

1. Disease eradication specifically in relation to TB and Sheep Scab was by far the most 
important issue requiring Government assistance with health planning, improved 
boundaries and livestock housing also deemed a priority. Reducing antibiotic usage, 
health scheme participation and support for record keeping were also considerations 
to a lesser extent.

2. Veterinary advice and involvement is a key feature of achieving good standards of 
animal health on farms. Whilst most respondents had health plans in place, it is clear 
that such a plan supplements the relationship and discussion with the vet.

3. Cost and benefit were discussed as the main factors influencing decisions as to 
whether animal health protocols are implemented or not. Practical considerations 
and ambition relative to each farm are also deemed important. Livestock housing 
improvement and modifications for better animal health and welfare are also 
constrained by cost.

4. KPI monitoring and record keeping needs to be practical and relative to the farming 
system. There is an appetite to do more with the right support. 

5. Other factors of concern in relation to this topic included biosecurity on public 
footpaths and dog worrying. Environmental scheme prescriptions to reduce grazing 
pressure in the upland and resulting welfare issues (e.g. higher tick incidence) were 
also concerns. 

6. A Scheme specific intervention rewarding farmers meeting a required minimum 
standard of animal health & welfare was welcomed. Suggestion was made that this 
could be a graded system to encourage ongoing improvement. Farmers generally 
regard Welsh agriculture as having high welfare standards.

7. Group discussions identified that face-face, on farm meetings are invaluable and 
current support networks were generally thought to be useful but there was a view of 
a currently fragmented approach with regards to the availability of advice in relation 
to animal health and welfare which could be addressed by the scheme. 

8. The correlation between farmer mental health and animal health & welfare was also 
a concern. 

The first section in this theme details the specific questions that were produced in 
collaboration with the Welsh Government and asked as part of the one-to-one discussion. 

Animal Health Planning
Most of the respondents had flock / herd health plans in place which had been reviewed 
in the last year or at the time of the last farm assurance inspection. Health plans were 
mainly completed jointly between the farmer and vet.

Fig 24

Fig 25

From the responses to the question in fig 25, Legislation or Farm Assurance requirement 
would be the key reason to having a health plan on respondents’ holdings, but there was 
also appreciation of the economic, welfare and best practice benefits. Other schemes 
noted which necessitated the need for health plans included HCC’s Stoc+ project and 
Young People in Agriculture Scheme. A very small minority had health plans solely for 
animal welfare benefits or perceived it to be best practice.
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Three quarter of the farmers in the survey would refer to their health plans between 
reviews with 40% stating they would do so frequently (more than once or twice a year). 
There was a minority that would never refer to the plan in between review periods.

Fig 26

Additional comments related to the importance of the review in enabling discussion 
and seeking advice with the vet.

Barriers to health planning
The 3 of the 67 respondents who did not have a health plan were farming sheep only 
and cited there was no perceived benefit. Small flock size was one consideration whilst 
another discussed that they are undertaking faecal egg counting and liaising with the 
vet on a regular basis but didn’t feel a plan would add any benefit. 

Fig 27

Time, cost and perceived benefit appeared to be the main barriers to having a health 
plan (it should be borne in mind that this is largely the view of farmers who actually 
have health plans in place). Other factors included the bureaucracy involved, number of 
livestock kept and that the relationship with the vet is already in place.

Fig 28

Participants were asked to share what they felt were the most and least useful aspects 
of the health plan. Discussion with the vet and protocol formation (a continuous 
improvement method that identifies health and disease measures specific to a particular 
farm) featured prominently with other aspects more balanced suggesting that they are 
dependent on farm and system type.

Other useful aspects of the plan were discussed as providing direction and guiding 
treatment, whilst others commented that it was used for participating in the Farm 
Assured Welsh Livestock (FAWL) assurance scheme.

Less useful elements of the plan were discussed as it being solely focused on health 
and that implementing the plan required consideration of other factors. There was also 
reference to the plan not adding to protocols that were already in place.

The main barriers in forming and reviewing the plan are time and, to a lesser extent, 
cost. Vet availability and rigidity of format was only cited by a handful of respondents.

Who is involved in the health planning process?
This question sought to establish who from the farming business is involved in the health 
planning process.

In almost every instance it was the active farmer and main decision maker that has 
responsibility for the health plan with support from family members and farm manager 
/ worker in some cases.
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Stockmen and farm workers would also see a copy of the completed plan in a number 
of instances - this would also include family members if they were part of the farm’s 
workforce. 

Vet and health planning
It was apparent in the 1:1 discussion that health planning is integral to the relationship 
and advice provided by a farm’s vet. The plan enhances or documents the advice from 
the vet largely as part of a preventative protocol approach.

Fig 29

Farmers were asked about the frequency of vet visits for non-emergency work on farm. 
As expected, businesses that had dairy enterprises detailed more frequent visits whilst 
sheep only enterprises reported once a year or never having a vet on farm for non-
emergency work. This is not to say that there is no engagement with the vet during the 
year.

Vets were almost unanimously cited as the industry individual best placed to form farm 
health plans with qualification, knowledge and practical considerations being essential 
attributes.

Vets were also perceived to be the industry individual best placed to review farm health 
plans in collaboration with the farmer. A minority felt that external farm assurance 
auditors or government employed fields person would be best placed to undertake this 
role.

Four out of every five said that the frequency of reviewing farm health targets by an 
external individual to allow for realistic adjustments and amendments should be annually. 
The remainder believed that either a more frequent review should be undertaken (every 
three or six months) or that it should be less frequent (every 18 months or every two 
years).

Considering that most of the respondents would have farm health plans in place, and 
based on a previous question asked, it would seem that farmers are content with the 
current review periods for their health plans. There was acknowledgement that intensive 
systems should have a more frequent review compared to extensive systems where 
protocols are undertaken on an annual basis. 

Farmers were also asked about the main barriers to targets or priorities as part of the 
health plan being met. 

Fig 30

Whilst some felt that targets were sometimes impractical or unachievable, financial 
constraints and handling facilities were items that featured as a sole barrier to some 
farmers. 

Time and labour restrictions are an issue, however, the unpredictable climate and 
uncontrollable factors were a common response where more than one barrier had been 
identified by respondents. TB restrictions and other diseases were noted as a particular 
concern.

Changes to health plans and The Welsh Government support
Fig 31
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About a quarter of those who took part in the one-to-one discussions were not of the 
opinion that changes could be made to the health plan for it to be more useful to their 
farm enterprise. Many commented on how the plan should not substitute vet interaction 
and that it would be useful as the basis for more regular visits or dialogue with a vet.

Amendments to the current format of the plan would make it more useful. Changes to 
the paper template as well as developing online / phone application templates that are 
compatible with farm data software were also discussed.

Fig 32

Participants were asked to determine from a list what the Welsh Government could do 
to make health planning easier and more useful. Funding was identified by the majority 
as a welcome intervention.

Support for “vet led“ group based activity was also important with one respondent 
commenting that “vet led knowledge transfer groups are really useful providing learning 
and reassurance”. One respondent referred to “practical help as per what was available 
in the 80s” being useful.

Development of a template or app based systems were also a priority for some. However, 
from previous responses, any system development by the Welsh Government will need 
to be a hybrid of paper, online and app based in order to ensure that it can be used by 
all participating farmers.
One farmer commented “…Best to work with top tier to improve rather than focusing on 
lower tier to engage”.

Animal Health Planning in the SFS scheme
On a scale of 1 – 5 with one being in strong disagreement and 5 being strongly in favour, 
participants were asked to respond to the following statements:  

Fig 33

Fig 34

Based on the responses of farmers, where the majority already have health plans in place, 
there would not appear to be resistance to funding in the SFS scheme being linked to 
the presence and up keep of a farm health plan.

There is however greater resistance to funding in the SFS scheme being linked to 
reporting and achieving individual on farm, health KPIs or targets. This correlates with 
earlier discussion on the external barriers to achieving targets as set out in existing health 
plans. 

There has also been concern raised by farmers as part of the one-to-one discussions 
on the effects of target setting and not achieving those targets on mental health and 
perceived failure. Bearing in mind that this comment is made by those familiar
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with animal health plans, for farmers that are not currently undertaking the practice, 
developing a plan and adhering to targets may be an initial step change too far.
Establishing a health plan as a requisite of the scheme could encourage further 
interaction between farmers and vets and a baseline approach relative to all livestock 
holdings. 

Antibiotic Usage
The second section of questions asked as part of the one-to-one discussion focused on 
antibiotic usage. 

As expected, (due to most recipients having a health plan in place) the majority are 
currently monitoring antimicrobial usage but the level of documentation differs. Those 
who said that they do not monitor were organic holdings or extensive systems where 
antibiotic use is very minimal.

Over half of respondents had awareness of industry set targets for each sector, with a 
third unsure. One commented that such information was supplied by the vet which 
emphasises the vet’s role in meaningfully and relatively communicating such targets to 
industry on a system by system basis.

Fig 35

Fig 36

There was no correlation between the number of diseases vaccinated against and type 
of livestock on respondents’ holdings. This suggests that the basis is an understanding 
of issues on each farm and a protocol that would have been discussed with the vet and 
included in the health plan. 

Vaccines were generally used by the participants to help prevent and control the 
following:

• IBR, BVD and Leptospirosis
• Clostridial vaccines
• Pneumonia
• Rotavirus
• Abortion (enzootic and toxoplasma)
• Foot rot (footvax)
• Orf
• Salmonella
• 

One respondent also cited their use of a ‘standard’ poultry vaccination.

Fig 37

Whilst cost and cost saving are considerations to be vaccinating against more diseases, 
the lack of need or requirement also featured strongly in responses. Having a health 
plan (as is the case with most respondents) will have enabled informed decisions on 
both cost benefit and need relative to their own systems.

Livestock housing
It was generally accepted by all participants in the one-to-one discussions that livestock 
housing has an impact on animal health.

• Over half of respondents said that livestock housing had a major impact
• The remainder were of the opinion that livestock housing has some effect on animal 

health
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Ventilation, space and layout were commented as being of importance as well as the 
husbandry of the livestock keeper. Some commented on their extensive systems where 
no housing systems were required whilst another commented on the negative effect of 
such systems on health due to rain scald.

Farmers that do house livestock were asked “how limiting they felt their current livestock 
housing is on achieving a healthier herd / flock?”

The majority felt that there were some limitations to their current housing with 
comments such as “it has been adapted as best as can be” and “room for improvement”. 
Four believed their housing to be the main limiting factor whilst 11 did not feel their 
livestock housing had limitations to animal health.

As part of the discussion, farmers were then asked about the barriers to preventing 
improvement to livestock accommodation on farm.

Fig 38

Cost would appear to be the main factor and should be considered by the Welsh 
Government in terms of future support to improve animal health whilst housed. 
Knowledge and time were also factors, presumably as such improvements are often 
made by the farmer him / herself (in order to save on cost) with support from contractors 
as required.

Desire was also a feature in the context of future prospects for the farm and individual 
business situation and priorities or that there was no need for improvement. Planning 
was also cited as a barrier by one respondent.

Scheme funding linked to anti-microbial usage targets.  

Fig 39

There was limited resistance by participating farmers to scheme funding being linked to 
achieving industry recognised AMU (anti-microbial usage) targets. Discussion with some 
participants on this point identified a need to consider how this could be applied and 
monitored in individual farm circumstances so as not to penalise prescribed antibiotic 
use (either proactive or reactive) that is advised by vets. 
  
Licensed livestock keepers
Farmers were asked for their opinion on licensing livestock keepers. 

One in every 5 respondents were of the view that animal keepers should be licensed in 
basic husbandry skills before being allowed to become livestock keepers. The majority 
(4 out of every 5 respondents) did not believe this to be required. Comments such as 
“FAWL does the same thing” and “what is the purpose of farm assurance and health 
planning” were made as well as “experience is more important”. Another cited licensing 
is “another way to create bureaucracy. Minority are the issue”.

Biosecurity
Biosecurity is the actions farmers can take to help prevent the introduction of any new 
diseases or infections onto the farm. Good biosecurity should lead to healthier and more 
productive animals and reduce the likelihood antibiotics will need to be used.
To introduce the theme, farmers were asked to rate biosecurity on their farm. The results 
reflect in the main, those that would have animal health plans in place and therefore 
a level of familiarity with biosecurity protocols. It should also be noted that in rating 
themselves, respondents were generally conservative of their efforts. A small minority of 
farmers recognised the need for improvement.
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Fig 40

The next question asked about persons working with stock on the farm having clothes 
used on the farmer’s holding only or be fully disinfected on arrival and leaving. Over half 
said this would not always be the case and examples included fallen stock collectors and 
shearers as persons that would not have such clothing or be fully disinfected.

The remainder felt that they were able to have clothes used on the holding only or 
disinfect always or most of the time. Examples of disinfecting protocols were also shared.

Whilst a change of clothing for shearers may be difficult, the reference to lack of 
disinfection from fallen stock collectors is of concern.

Fencing and farm boundaries 
Farmers’ perception of how stock-proof or secure their farm’s boundary was an equal 
split between very good or average. Three farmers reflected on their boundary as being 
‘poor’. Other boundary related issues were discussed as being farming an open hill with 
no physical boundary and fencing that was bordering forestry land. 

Farmers were then asked about the percentage of their farm’s boundary that stops any 
nose to nose contact between animals.

Fig 41

Farmers also commented that other natural boundaries were in place such as hedges, 
rivers, woodlands and tracks as well as no livestock on neighbouring farms.

Finally, respondents were asked about the barriers to forming a 3m boundary fence.

Fig 42

Cost and perceived benefit are the main barriers identified with one also concerned 
about losing productive land. Shared grazing and practicalities / legalities on open hill 
land were also discussed as well as the physical landscape including stone walls as 
traditional boundaries in some areas. Neighbour participation and collaboration was 
also cited as a barrier.

Whilst limiting nose to nose contact between farms may have positive benefits to animal 
health and could be incentivised through the scheme, participants expressed the view 
the Welsh Government will need to acknowledge and appreciate the other limiting 
factors on a farm by farm basis (e.g. flying herd and flock systems versus closed herd or 
flock) which may be of higher risk. Communicating the cost benefit of 3m boundaries 
would also be useful.
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Questioning respondents about linking Government funding to forming and maintaining 
a 3m boundary fence around the farm, as expected provided a mixed response which 
reflects the aspects previously discussed.

Fig 43

Farm buildings and wildlife

Fig 44

A further question was asked “would it be possible to restrict wildlife e.g. badgers or 
foxes from coming into contact with your stock while housed?” Four out of every five 
respondents thought this to be possible whilst a minority said that doing so was not 
applicable to their systems either as they do not house livestock or that wildlife is not an 
issue in their locality.

The main barriers to restrict wildlife access to buildings was as follows:

Fig 45

The perceived usefulness of prevention was by far the main barrier, with consideration 
that in the majority of circumstances livestock are only housed for part of the year which 
enables free contact with wildlife for the remainder. The low level of TB incidence in 
some areas was also referenced as a consideration for not preventing wildlife. Comments 
on practicality were also made with the “impact on livestock not getting natural light” 
and “problems with ventilation through closing buildings” further considerations. One 
respondent also cited that starlings were more of an issue.

Participants were of the view that the benefit of investing in wildlife proofing livestock 
buildings needs to be calculated and communicated. Sensitivities were raised especially 
in terms of TB and the health of livestock in closed buildings where proofing may result 
in poor ventilation. Localised considerations as to the need was also discussed. 

Disease and health status
Over three quarters of the farmers who took part in the one-to-one discussions said 
that they would regularly carry out tests or ask for the disease history of stock before 
purchasing (if not from a herd/flock of certified health status), a further 15% said they did 
this sometimes. 

The small minority of farmers who did not test or ask for disease history prior to purchase 
elaborated on buying from markets (store lambs), but implementing quarantine 
protocols on arrival.

64% of participating farmers stated that they were part of recognised national health 
schemes, it is difficult to establish if this is a representative figure of the industry as a 
whole.



CO-DESIGN FOR A SUSTAINABLE FARMING SCHEME FOR WALES CO-DESIGN FOR A SUSTAINABLE FARMING SCHEME FOR WALES

114 115

Schemes that participating farmers are part of include:
• Gwaredu BVD Cymru
• SAC premium cattle health schemes (Johnes, BVD, Lepto and IBR)
• Maedi Visna

It is also worthy of note that participation and membership of such schemes was not 
exclusive to pedigree herds or flocks. The main reasons for participation are outlined 
below:

Fig 46

Most respondents cited more than one main reason for participation in these schemes.

Farmers who are not part of a health scheme were asked about the main barriers to 
participation: 

Fig 47

As with the previous question, most respondents cited more than one reason for 
participation. Applicability and suitability of participation to farming systems were also 
discussed as further barriers to participation.

From the discussions held, it is clear that participation in health schemes is not fit or 
suitable for all farming systems and there are numerous factors which are considered in 
participating or not.

The Gwaredu BVD programme, was mentioned by a number in discussion anecdotally 
as a good example of an industry led scheme to tackle a specific disease. Evaluation of 
the operational and disease reduction effectiveness of this scheme would be a useful 
baseline for further support.

Participating farmers in the one-to-one discussions were also broadly supportive of 
SFS scheme funding being linked to working with the Government towards disease 
eradication and maintaining official disease free status.

Fig 48

Record Keeping
Farmers have always used figures to help them make decisions. By monitoring how 
their herd and/or flock is performing farmers can to identify areas, and set targets, for 
improvement. This will help make the animals more productive and the business more 
efficient.

Dairy herds
The initial questions asked on record keeping were focused on dairy herds which made 
up a relatively small percentage of the overall sample (ten farmers identified themselves 
as dairy farmers). Six of the ten were currently milk recording; the four that did not all 
cited ‘no added benefit’ as their main reason why not. Given the small sample size and 
specific nature of the question, this should not be relied upon as representative of the 
industry view.
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Key Performance indicators (KPIs)
Farmers were then asked about KPIs for their herds and flocks. The questions were 
steered towards breeding herds and flocks, however all farmers as part of the one-to-
one discussion who kept cattle or sheep were asked for their views.

Fig 49

Examples of KPIs discussed were calving interval, weight gain and conception rates.

Fig 50

A handful of respondents discussed growth rates and weight measurement at key 
occasions (housing / weaning / turn out) as examples of some of the KPIs measured.

Fig 51

From the respondents of the one-to-one discussions, it would appear that a similar 
percentage of sheep keepers also have KPIs that they are working towards. Participation 
in Signet performance recording was mentioned by one respondent whilst others 
discussed scanning percentage, growth rates, slaughter weight (liveweight) and 
specification (deadweight) as their KPIs. Two respondents had said that they had started 
to measure growth rates in 2020.

Discussion groups and benchmarking
The one-to-one discussion sought to find information on benchmarking and discussion 
groups

Fig 52 Fig 53
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Whilst around a third of those who took part in the one-to-one discussions were involved 
with benchmarking / discussion groups, nearly half said that they would like to do more. 
This was a mix of those already taking part in discussion and benchmarking groups and 
those that were not. It would be interesting to cross reference this with the number of 
farmers involved in the Welsh Government funded / supported discussion groups.

Continued support for both groups and individual farmers for benchmarking / KPI and 
recording was expressed by some participants as being an important part of any future 
scheme.

Data capture and management on farm 
Time was commented as the main aspect preventing further data recording on 
respondents’ farms. Perceived benefit of data capture was a secondary aspect with 
some responding that they “do as much as needed” and another stating “flock gathered 
twice a year only”. Cost, interest and computer skills were other factors.

50% of those who took part in the one-to-one discussions currently use computer 
programmes to record and generate KPIs. As well as systems developed by the farmer 
themselves, Border Software, Agridata, AgriWebb and Shearwell Farmplan packages 
were the most commonly used.

For those not using any computer programmes to record and generate KPIs, not seeing 
the benefits to their farming business was the most common barrier. One respondent 
said that he had “tried in the past but it didn’t work”. Time / labour and skill / computer 
literacy were also cited as barriers to a lesser extent.

Selective Breeding and Genetics
When asked “What value do you place on selective breeding in order to drive efficiency 
on farm”, most respondents thought it to be important or very important with two 
commenting that adaptability to the farming system and environmental / conditions 
were also important.

It was evident that a range of selective breeding and breed improvement methods are 
currently used on Welsh farms, with the following cited:

• Embryo Transfer
• Artificial Insemination
• Results of Genomic Testing
• Estimated Breeding Values (EBV)
• Use of pedigree/ registered sires
• Own farm data
• Own knowledge of breeding stock

Half of those who took part in the one-to-one discussion believed that genetics played a 
big role in the efficiency and production of farm stock. The remainder were of the view 
that it had some effect with a small minority stating it had no effect. Management traits 
were also cited as important.

All participants were of the opinion that genetics play a role in herd / flock health. 43% 
thought it a big role whilst 57% thought it had some effect.

Group Sessions in relation to animal health and welfare advanced the discussion on 
specific actions and interventions or incentives within the SFS for consideration. Seven 
group sessions were undertaken and facilitated by a qualified and practicing farm 
animal vet. Discussions were based around a series of five questions and statements, 
and groups asked to develop a common view that would be relative to most Welsh farms.

1) Linking animal health and welfare to future support

There are many ways animal health and welfare standards on farm could be linked with 
future support payments. Of the seven group discussions carried out:

• five groups were in favour of setting a minimum animal health and welfare standard 
with support given once met. 

• one group was in favour of standards linked to various levels of payments i.e. the 
better the standard the greater the support. 

• one group could see the benefits of both approach and could not reach a consensus.

The points raised and discussed by all groups were very similar. All were of the view that 
welfare standards on Welsh farms are in general very high, with most of those taking 
part in group sessions already participating in a farm assurance scheme (including 
FAWL, Red Tractor, Soil Association, Freedom Foods etc.). Most knew of an exception 
and considered such welfare standards unacceptable and detrimental to the image of 
Welsh farming to the general public. 

The advantages discussed in support of a minimum standard requirement for receipt of 
support included:

• It would be simpler to define and clear targets can be set
• A minimum standard would be simpler to assess
• Participation in current farm assurance schemes is suitable as a minimum standard 

which would not require additional cost or work
• Minimum standard is perceived as being more cost effective and less bureaucratic.
• Market forces are currently driving improvement e.g. Red Tractor- dairy. FAWL beef 

& sheep.

Disadvantages of a minimum standard requirement for receipt of support included: 
• Potential for inconsistent farm assurance standard from farm to farm.
• No real increase/ improvement to animal health and welfare would be driven for 

the majority of farms as they are already on a higher standard.
• Market forces is not enough of a driver at present to support minimum standards. 

An example cited was there not being differences between the market pricing of 
farm assured and non farm assured Welsh Lamb.

• The focus would be on “paper work” as opposed to the condition and welfare of the 
animals on farm.
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The second option was favoured by one of the seven groups who took part in the 
discussion. This was for animal health and welfare to be an integrated component of the 
scheme, with various standards met, resulting in various levels of payments being made 
i.e. the better the standard the greater the support and vice versa.

The advantages of adopting this second option expressed in the group discussion 
included: 

• It could act as a “driving force to improve all farms”.
• Options linked to payments could be classed as advanced ‘packages’ which would 

provide greater transparency, easier assessment and targets. 
• A tiered payments system would allow for greater financial reward to those farmers 

doing more in terms of improving animal health and welfare on their farms. 
• Owning and keeping livestock would be a scheme requisite, those who may not be 

actively farming would not attract such payment. (This is aligned to a general view 
that only ‘active farmers’ should be in receipt of SFS scheme payments)

The disadvantages cited of a system rewarding varying standards included: 
• Would be difficult and costly to implement and assess.
• A tiered system would lead to more bureaucracy.
• Welsh farming was viewed as already at a high enough standard in terms of 

animal health and welfare. (Although frustration was shared that this view is “not 
backed by politicians”- group sessions were undertaken at the same time as the 
UK Government voted against amendments to the Agriculture Act not to accept 
imports of food products produced to lower welfare standards).

• Participants were lacking confidence in the assessment process that could be 
undertaken.

• This approach was not deemed suitable for smaller farming enterprises “not suitable 
for small-holders”. (Concern was also raised that health and welfare is generally 
lower and more of an issue on smaller farms and holdings often where the keeper 
of animals have little or no experience.) The definition of smaller farming enterprises 
in the context of this discussion was 2 or 3 fields and a few livestock.

Participants were of the view that any assessment criteria should include provisions for 
reasons beyond the control of the farmer affecting performance with examples such 
as natural disasters, weather, and COVID-19 discussed. The outcome of discussion in 
one group session was a suggestion for the assessment to be based on the welfare of 
animals by an independent vet but who is not the farm vet. 

Discussion also identified a desire to develop a ‘Brand Wales’, which could represent each 
sector of farming in Wales underpinned by good animal health and welfare standards. 

2) Setting a minimum requirement and incentivising improvement

The discussion on this topic was generally very similar for every group. All groups were 
in general agreement that there should be a graded payment system available. All were 
in unanimous agreement that those who have already invested to reach the required 
standard should receive more financial support than those that had not. Individuals in 
all groups remained firm that standards should already be met and no funding should 
be available to those not meeting the standard. Compromise was reached more than 
once in discussion to agree that some payment would give those wanting to reach the 
standard an opportunity.

Suggestions included a traffic light system ‘red, amber, green’ where farms were in 
various stages of working towards the set targets and would receive increasing funding 
as those targets were reached. Most were in favour of putting a time limit of 2-3 years on 
targets being reached. One group went further and suggested the Welsh Government 
through the SFS scheme could provide funding in the form of a ‘loan’ which enables for 
investment to reach the set standard, which could then be repaid through deductions 
in support payments over a few years.

It was generally suggested that a farm’s private vet could set targets and assess welfare 
on individual farms. Individual suggestions were made in favour of a funded annual vet 
visit e.g. an on-farm discussion forming a health plan and setting targets. 

Supporting new-entrants and youth entering the industry was also cited as important. 

Group discussions were in general agreement that face-face, on farm meetings are 
invaluable. Current support networks were generally thought to be useful but there 
was a view of a currently fragmented approach with regards to the availability of advice 
in relation to animal health and welfare with support from Farming Connect, NADIS, 
and Stock+ cited. Many of the participants were already involved in discussion groups 
and saw on-farm visits as a great learning tool. Some went further and suggested that 
the Welsh Government decision forming/ dialogue with farmers could be linked to 
participation in discussion groups.

Private vets were seen as invaluable individuals who have individual knowledge of farm 
situations as well as the ability to solve problems when they arise. “They could be suitable 
persons to provide targets and feed-back on improvements made”.

More than one group also raised the issue of the mental health of farmers in relation 
to setting targets and achieving a specified standard of animal health and welfare. This 
emphasised the need to support the farmer’s personal welfare as well as that of their 
animals.
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3)  Animal health planning
With the exception of a handful of livestock keepers who took part in group sessions, all 
had animal health plans in place. None had any objections to the health plan being a 
part of the scheme requirement, although more than one did admit that the usefulness 
of the plan was questionable. Suggestions were made that assessing the visual welfare 
of the animals is of greater importance as opposed to assessment of the content of 
the health plan. However a fear or lack of confidence in the ability/skill of government 
officials or farm assurance auditors to do so was raised as a concern. 

All those participating in the various farm assurance schemes, including those 
implemented by retailers, explained that they collect an abundance of data as part of the 
scheme requirements. The majority would be happy to share at least some of the data 
for unanimous industry use by the Welsh Government to promote and demonstrate 
high and improving standards of livestock farming in Wales. 

There was a strong desire to see one central database where data is recorded and 
collected. Some stated that it could be the responsibility of the farm assurance schemes 
currently running to feed back the data they collect to the Welsh Government. Others 
would be happy to input data once a year onto a web-based portal such as RPW online 
or similar. Suggestions were made that vets, and other farm suppliers selling medicine, 
anthelmintics etc, could link sales to holding numbers. 

Some in the group sessions advocated the use of computer programmes to record and 
monitor data; many expressed a desire for a central programme, bringing together the 
best aspects of all those currently available, and allowing for a comparable industry and 
sector linked Key Performance Indicator system. 

Computer literacy training was deemed useful as well as a paper based template that 
can be filled in by the farmer, and inputted on-line by others. 

A few younger participants in group sessions expressed a desire for phone apps, and the 
“use of data to help shape and develop the future of the industry”. There was general 
agreement that currently collated data is not used to its potential. 

4) Measuring performance
There was great discussion on the collation of KPIs, but none of the groups came to a 
consensus. There was an acceptance/expectation that collection and analysis of data 
would be favourable for Welsh farmers in a global market, however defining what data 
was useful was difficult. 

The most popular opinion on a useful KPI was that of AMU (antimicrobial usage). This 
is currently collated and provided to farmers as part of many of the farm assurance 
schemes. It was conceded that a ‘carbon’ use score, while unpopular to the farmer may 
be a good selling point in the global market, and as such would be a useful KPI. Other 
KPIs such as mortality rate, pregnancy rate, growth rates, lameness rates etc.

were discussed at length but were perceived as being too variable for each farm to be 
of any real use. 

It was suggested by those that had been involved in the YPiA (young people into 
agriculture) scheme, where individual, farm specific KPIs were set, that the same 
approach could be replicated in the SFS.

One participant suggested a ‘consumer survey’ could be useful in order to see what data 
the general public would like to know. Others agreed that greater transparency was 
needed by the industry in order to demonstrate improvement and justify public funds 
being used by the industry as well as maintaining/increasing public support towards 
farming in Wales. 

The need for greater on-farm recording / electronic input of data whilst handling livestock 
was highlighted. A vision of data and KPI input whilst handling livestock was viewed 
as having the potential to reduce the time-consuming paper work currently linked to 
agriculture in Wales. The desire for a centralised recording platform was highlighted by 
many farmers in this respect. 

5) Biosecurity
There was a general agreement in all seven groups that on farm bio-security especially 
with cattle and sheep can be improved. In general, it is accepted that the more intense 
sectors such as pig and poultry have far superior bio-security driven by the high stocking 
density and risk of rapid disease spread. 

When questioned regarding the hygiene of contractors including scanners, shearers, 
AI technicians, foot trimmers etc. most participants admitted that these were not ideal. 

Double fencing would be very useful to combat nose-nose/ contact diseases such as 
BVD or Scab, and a desire for funding to make this happen was demonstrated. The 
planting of trees in the hedgerow was also seen as a positive, providing shelter from the 
weather to livestock as well as fulfilling a desire by the Welsh Government to plant more 
trees, but without the loss of agricultural, food producing land. 

Current barriers to biosecurity included capital required, un-cooperative neighbours, 
physical landscape and grazing rights. Footpaths, and specifically the inability to place 
‘double’ gates in a boundary fence was also cited as a barrier.

Within certain farming businesses, where animals are purchased from various sources 
e.g store cattle, flying dairy herds, commercial sheep flocks, stringent biosecurity was 
viewed a more difficult task. The discussion suggested that isolation units/ areas/ fields 
could prove useful for the control of disease on these holdings.  

There was general agreement within the groups regarding the role of the Welsh 
Government and disease eradication, with pilot schemes such as Gwaredu BVD Cymru 
being sighted as a success and advantageous to the industry in Wales. 
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A requirement for a collaborative / national approach to control sheep scab, formed part 
of the discussion in all groups.

Concerns were raised by all seven groups regarding the severe effect of Bovine TB 
on the industry. Views were expressed that double- fenced boundaries will have no 
effect at all on the movement of wildlife, namely the badger. Views on control of TB in 
Wales could have raised a psychological barrier towards the perceived usefulness of 
improvement and control of other disease through stringent biosecurity. There were 
also mental health considerations expressed about the impact of disease on the farmer 
and additional stress encountered.

 8.5 The Welsh Language
All aspects of the co design process were undertaken bilingually.

• Participants were able to complete the survey in Welsh or English
• one-to-one  discussions were undertaken in the participants preferred language
• 8 of the 28 group sessions were conducted in Welsh with the remainder undertaken 

in English but included Welsh speakers.
• All facilitators and the project team who were bilingual. 

The one-to-one discussions sought views on the scheme’s impact on the Welsh language 
or Welsh speakers and to gauge the balance of Welsh and non-Welsh speakers who had 
participated in the process. 

Participants were asked “Do you consider yourself to be a Welsh speaker?”

Whilst most respondents identified their answer as yes or no, others noted they were 
learning the language or had varying levels of understanding.

All participants in one-to-one discussions were asked: “Do you have any views on how 
the scheme might impact on the Welsh language, or Welsh speakers in particular?” 

Welsh speakers contributed the most to this question and although some non-Welsh
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a farming business - they play a vital part in ensuring that Welsh place names and 
everyday terms are kept alive in Welsh-speaking heartlands”.

Others were of the view the prevalence of the Welsh language would be a measure of 
the scheme’s success “If the scheme is good it will help keep the next generation in the 
rural communities. It will create work in the areas where the Welsh language is strong”. 
Another echoed this view: “done badly it could damage the Welsh language. Almost 
as if the Welsh language is an indicator of the general health of the rural economy and 
rural communities”. Some were of the view that the SFS scheme “should think about 
farming as its main issue with other funding sought for helping rural language etc”. 
Additional influences of rural properties purchased as second or holiday homes were 
also cited.

Bilingual Provision
The importance of the scheme’s bilingual provision was cited by many as a factor, 
although a minority did question the cost involved. 

From the responses, there is an expectation that the scheme itself would be delivered 
bilingually with participants able to participate in the language of choice. One said: 
“as long as the choice to interact with the scheme at every level, from expression of 
interest to expert advice, is available through the medium of Welsh and English, then I 
can’t see there’d be any real impact. Having people to work with who speak Welsh does 
encourage people (myself included) to speak Welsh”. A non welsh speaker said “can’t 
see the scheme would impact directly on Welsh speakers, but think that the Scheme 
should use some Welsh terminology which would get non-Welsh speakers using more 
commonplace words”.

There were repeated comments on the importance of advisors and officers employed 
to deliver the scheme being bilingual and able to assist the farmer in the language of 
choice. One respondent said: “it is important that on-farm Advisers are Welsh speaking 
and have the required expertise to be able to assist the farmer, build up trust and 
establish a good working relationship”.

speakers “did not have particular views” or “not given the subject much thought”; the 
importance of the language to the farming community and rural areas was expressed 
consistently regardless if the participant spoke the language or not. 

Potential impact on the language
Some participants were of the view that the scheme will have a negative impact on the 
language. The scheme’s impact on a viable farm size was the main consideration in this 
context and comments such as “Smaller family farms will no longer exist - these are the 
back-bone of the Welsh speaking community. Larger farmers will get even bigger and 
these will not support the Welsh speaking communities” echoed previous concerns on 
the scheme’s impact on smaller farms. Other respondents referred to the scheme being 
a catalyst for “factory style farming” with comment such as “family farms will disappear 
with more migration from non-Welsh speaking factory-style farmers and this will have 
a devastating impact on Welsh speaking communities (schools in particular) and the 
rural economy in general”. Another respondent expressed concern about “family farms 
disappearing as they will not be sustainable without their annual BPS payments. This will 
lead to land being taken over by factory-style farmers who will sell surplus farmhouses as 
second homes, and therefore Welsh speaking rural communities will become extinct”.

Further comments on the scheme’s impact on the next generation was also evident: 
“There will be less opportunities for young people to start farming (if they don’t 
come from a farming background) - land will be at a premium price making a new 
enterprise unaffordable and unsustainable. Consequently, Welsh speaking rural areas 
will disappear as our young generation move away to large towns and cities to seek 
employment”. Another noted that farming and agriculture is important in enabling the 
next generation to have the opportunity to live and work in rural areas which in turn 
sustains the language and associated community.

Others saw the scheme as a positive influence in retaining young people in rural 
communities. Comments included: “It will be an opportunity for young people to stay in 
their local communities and keep the Welsh language alive - if large farms expand, they 
will need additional labour input on a full or part-time basis.” Another expressed how 
the scheme has the potential to retain young people in rural communities: “need to 
keep the younger generation in the countryside therefore this could help to keep jobs 
and a steady income on farms meaning more of the next generation will stay in rural 
Wales and help keep the language thriving”. 

The impact of the scheme on the Welsh language was the main consideration, however 
a number of respondents cited how the SFS scheme will impact the wider community 
and circular economy in rural areas. One said that “Agriculture (not countryside 
management) will sustain rural Wales” whilst others echoed this view in that productivity 
will help to sustain employment in rural areas and in turn offer opportunities for working 
in rural communities- which has a positive impact on the Welsh language. 

The scheme’s impact on heritage was also a concern with one respondent suggesting: 
“it is vital to keep the Welsh language as a living everyday language, and therefore the 
SFS should pay a bonus of £1000 per fluent Welsh-speaking business partner within
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