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Climate change and 

agriculture are 

inextricably linked, so 

how will landowners 

meet the challenge  

of low-carbon, 

environmentally-

friendly farming and 

still thrive?

Farmers and land managers are on the front 
line in more ways than one when it comes to 
dealing with climate change.

In tandem with the challenges that 
extreme weather events, such as heatwaves 
and floods, present to their businesses, they 
are under ever-closer scrutiny, with the 
sector a net contributor to climate change. 

The context in which this is happening is 
illustrated starkly by the figures. Average UK 
temperatures have risen by 0.80C over the 
past forty years, with nine of the UK’s ten 
warmest years occurring since 2002. Met 
Office records also show nine record-
breaking rainfall months or seasons since the 
year 2000. Perhaps not surprising, then, that 
surveys show the British public is now more 
worried about climate change than ever 
before. Department for Business, Energy and 
Industry Strategy research, conducted earlier 
this year, reveals that 80% were either ‘fairly 
concerned’ (45%) or ‘very concerned’ (35%).

Meanwhile, with agriculture estimated to 
account for about 10% of total UK 
greenhouse emissions (most of which is 
associated with methane and nitrous oxide 
from livestock production and manure 
management), a series of heavyweight 
scientific reports, most recently from the 
Committee on Climate Change (CCC) and 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), have sparked debate about 
land use. The message is that it’s no longer 
enough to cut greenhouse gas emissions, 
there’s a need to lock up the carbon dioxide 
already in the atmosphere. In short, we need 
to reduce emissions and ensure land 
becomes a more effective carbon store. 

Scientists, who acknowledge urgent action 
also needs to be taken to address emissions 
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from sectors like transport, industry and 
energy, argue that fundamental land use 
change will be needed. Only then, they say, 
might we be able to meet the terms of the 
2016 Paris Agreement which committed the 
UK, along with nearly 200 other countries,  
to holding the increase in the global average 
temperature to well below 20C, if not 1.50C.

James Farrell, Head of Rural at Strutt & 
Parker, says demands for land use changes 
are challenging for an industry already facing 
significant Brexit-related uncertainty, but 
feels strongly they cannot be ignored. ‘There 
isn’t an option any more of sitting on the 
sidelines and thinking is, or isn’t, it 
happening. The overwhelming balance of 
the argument has tipped.’

A climate of change

Shifts in farming and land management 
practices are inevitable, suggests Farrell – 
although not solely because of climate 
change. ‘What we see is a perfect storm of 
factors coming together which will be 
transformational. There’s Brexit, of course, 
but also issues such as concern about land 
degradation, biodiversity, antibiotic 
resistance, food security, plus the agenda 
around improving  health and wellbeing.’

So what does this mean in practice for 
farms and rural estates?

In June 2019, the government committed 
the UK to net zero carbon emissions by 2050  
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who may not have the same high standards 
of environmental protection, or the same 
ambition to reduce their climate impact.’

Growing demand for food

Will Gemmill, Head of Farming at Strutt & 
Parker, is convinced there will always be 
demand for meat and dairy products, but 
innovative methods need to be developed to 
help produce them more sustainably and in 
line with consumer trends.                                                

‘We still have a growing global population 
and a lot of hungry mouths to feed, so we 
mustn’t lose sight of that, but we have to 
produce food as efficiently as we can along 
the whole supply chain and significantly 
reduce food waste.’

Possible options for the red meat sector 
include introducing changes to animal diets 
which lead to a reduction in methane 
emissions, or greater uptake of systems with 
high welfare and environmental credentials 
which command a premium price.

With the concept of carbon-offsetting air 
travel becoming increasingly mainstream, 
this raises the question as to whether similar 
initiatives could be introduced for those who 
wish to eat meat, but might be concerned 
about its environmental impact.

Arable farms may need to concentrate 
their production on their better land, taking 
unprofitable parts of their farm out of 
production and entering them into the new 
Environmental Land Management Scheme 
(ELMS), he says. Financially this will make 
greater sense as subsidy payments fall away.

Growers may also need to widen their 
rotation, to build in environmental 
measures, so they become an annual ‘crop’ 
much like wheat, barley or oilseed rape. 

Cover crops are likely to become more 
widely used and growers will come under 
pressure to move towards low tillage 
solutions, given that ploughing releases 
carbon locked up in soil into the atmosphere.

More generally, farms and estates will 
need to reduce their carbon footprint 
through further investment in renewable 
energy projects.

‘There will be some tough choices ahead, 
some of which will be driven by legislation 
and some by financial incentives, such as 
grant funding,’ he says. ‘But those who can 
align their businesses to this new agenda will 
be helping agriculture be seen as part of the 
solution and should also be making their 
businesses more resilient.’

Tapping into finance

Farrell says the funds on offer through ELMS 
will be vital in terms of driving change, but 
the biggest opportunity for landowners may 
be in unlocking money from the private 
sector. Landowners, for example, could 
monetise tree planting and peat restoration 
work by selling the carbon sequestered in 
them in the form of credits.

Large corporations are increasingly 
coming under pressure from legislators and 
customers to offset their carbon output, so 
this is an area with potential. Selling the 
rights to the carbon captured by woodlands 
through the Woodland Carbon Code (WCC) 
would provide a new income stream for 
landowners – either as a one-off lump sum 
or a long-term revenue stream, potentially 
supplementing other income from timber, 

woodfuel and sporting activities.
‘We know that big business is already 

putting money into tree-planting projects in 
emerging nations and we need to find ways 
to divert some of that money into supporting 
tree planting in the UK.’

Biodiversity offsetting is another financial 
opportunity, involving landowners being 
paid to manage ground in a way that 
supports wildlife to offset the impact of 
residential and commercial developments 
elsewhere. While addressing climate change 
is not the primary objective, protecting and 
restoring ecosystems in this way could help 
society cope with its impact, as biodiversity 
and climate are closely interrelated.

The government has already announced it 
plans to make biodiversity net gain a 
mandatory part of planning policy as part of 
the Environment Bill. ‘The UK population is 
predicted to increase by nine million by 
2050, meaning the area of land required for 
settlements could increase from 8% to 12% 
by 2050,’ says Farrell. ‘This is a massive 
opportunity for landowners.’

While the drive to low-carbon farming 
clearly presents huge challenges, Farrell is 
confident that farms and rural estates willing 
to adopt new approaches will flourish. 

‘The changes that are needed will vary 
across the country, as solutions will need to 
be implemented at a local level,’ he says. 
‘Some estates will find it relatively easy and 
others very tough. But rural estates have 
been around for a long time because they are 
innovative and adaptable and, if they 
continue to be open to change, then I have 
no doubt they will continue to thrive.

‘If landowners respond to this agenda 
positively, this is a chance to engage the 
public in a once-in-a-generation way, 
reminding them of the positive contribution 
rural estates can bring to society.’ 
Find out more at: struttandparker.online/
zero-challenge

james.farrell@struttandparker.com
will.gemmill@struttandparker.com

– the first major nation to bring forward 
legislation to enshrine this target in to law.

According to the CCC, meeting it will 
require fundamental land use change. It 
wants to see a massive increase in tree 
planting, improved forestry management, 
restoration of peatlands and a shift to 
low-carbon farming practices.

Controversially, the CCC argues that there 
needs to be a significant shift in diets away 
from beef, lamb and dairy and a switch to 
poultry, pork and plant-based foods such as 
legumes and pulses. This would facilitate a 
reduction of up to 4.5m ha of grassland and 
rough grazing, which could enable the 
establishment of up to 1.5m ha of new 
woodland to store carbon by 2050, along 
with up to 1.2m hectares for bioenergy crops.

It’s a point fiercely contested by farm 
leaders who argue it’s a mistake to design a 
nation’s agricultural system solely around an 
approach that cuts greenhouse gases without 
regard to the wider environmental benefits of 
grass-fed beef and sheep.

Minette Batters, president of the National 
Farmers’ Union, argues that critics fail to 
acknowledge the carbon footprint of UK 
cattle is two-and-a-half times lower than the 
global average. Animal products also play an 
important role in a balanced diet.

‘This is absolutely the right time for the 
country and our sector to set ourselves 
challenging goals,’ she says of the NFU’s aim 
to reach net zero greenhouse gas emissions 
across the whole of agriculture in England 
and Wales by 2040.

‘But we firmly believe that we will not 
tackle climate change by downsizing 
agricultural production at home and 
exporting our emissions to other countries 
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BIOCHAR

Biochar is a charcoal-

based material produced 

by thermally treating 

biomass materials using a 

process called pyrolysis, 

which offsets atmospheric 

carbon emissions by locking 

up carbon when applied 

to soil. It may also have 

potential as a soil improver, 

reducing water and fertiliser 

requirements.

BECCS

Bioenergy with Carbon 

Capture and Storage 

(BECCS) is believed to have 

the potential to deliver large 

greenhouse gas savings. The 

process involves growing 

biomass crops that soak 

up carbon, which are then 

burned to create energy, with 

the carbon dioxide produced 

being captured and stored 

permanently underground.

GENETIC GAINS

Gene editing could be used 

to develop beneficial traits 

in crops and livestock that 

will boost productivity, while 

at the same time reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions as 

they will require fewer inputs. 

By improving efficiency, 

farmers will be able to 

produce the same amount 

of food, but with a lighter 

environmental footprint.


