
With the legislation affecting 

landowners changing more 

rapidly than it has in decades, 

we pinpoint the key policy 

changes currently in the 

pipeline affecting all aspects 

of estate management
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ENGLAND
• The Agriculture Bill outlines how direct 
payments (Basic Payments) will be phased out 
between 2021 and 2028. In 2021, farmers face a 5% 
reduction on the first £30,000 of any BPS payment, 
rising to a 25% cut on anything over £150,000. 
These percentages will increase over time.
• Payments are  likely to be delinked from 2022, 
removing the obligation for a BPS recipient  
to remain farming. Farmers may get the option  
to take this money as a one-off lump sum. 
•A new Environmental Land Management 
System (ELMS) will be rolled out nationally in late 
2024 offering ‘public money for public goods’.
•Countryside Stewardship available until 2023.

SCOTLAND
• A detailed farming policy for Scotland is yet to  
be agreed, with a Farming and Food Production 
Future Policy Group due to set out its proposals  
for a post-2024 policy by the summer. 
• The Future Strategy for Scottish Agriculture 
report (2018) recommended the goal should be  
an element of basic income support, but at much 
lower levels than currently, with the bulk of 
funding targeted at schemes to boost production 
efficiency, improve skills and training, and 
enhance natural capital and biodiversity. These 
payments could be capped per farm. 
• No changes to direct payments are expected  
in 2020, but improvements to the current system 
may be made during the period 2021 to 2024.

WALES
• Details of the timetable for Wales to transition  
to a new system of farm support are not yet 
available, but the government has said it favours  
a ‘multi-yeared transition.’
• Direct payments will be paid as normal in 2021. 
• The intention is for BPS and the current 
agri-environment scheme, Glastir, to be replaced 
by a Sustainable Farming Scheme.

ANIMAL WELFARE 
• The Conservative Party manifesto included  
a pledge to ‘end excessively long journeys for 
slaughter and fattening’, raising the prospect  
of a ban on live exports, although no specific 
proposals have been put forward.
• As part of the Agriculture Bill, the government  
is considering schemes that would pay England’s 
farmers for delivering animal welfare 
improvements.

ENVIRONMENT
• The legally binding target to reach net zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 came into force 
in June 2019 and many of the government’s policy 
proposals tie into meeting this commitment.

Key elements of the Environment Bill, 
introduced to Parliament in January 2020, are:
• A mandatory requirement for Biodiversity 

Net Gain (BNG) in the planning system,  
to ensure new developments do not lead  
to a decline in biodiversity (see p18). 

• Proposed legislation for long-term private 
conservation covenants between landowners 
and conservation charities or public bodies, 
which could be legally binding on future 
owners of the land.

• Improving air quality through legally binding 
targets to reduce fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5). Plans have already been announced 
to phase out the sale of coal and wet wood for 
burning in the home between 2021 and 2023.

• Reforms to the water abstraction licensing 
system are planned, enabling the variation  
or revocation of abstraction licences without 
the regulator being liable to pay 
compensation to the licence holder  
in certain conditions. 

• Additional policy developments include  
the possible creation of a new National Park  
in the Chilterns and a new national forest in 
Nottinghamshire, as set out in the Glover Review.
• The government also wants 30,000ha per 
annum of new woodland over the next five years.
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PROPERTY
• The Renters’ Reform Bill, announced in the 
Queen’s speech, aims to deliver a fairer and more 
effective rental market for tenants and landlords 
and builds on a raft of new housing legislation 
introduced over the past two years. 

No timetable has been set for the Bill’s 
introduction, but the main elements are:
• Abolishing ‘no fault’ evictions at the end of 

fixed term contracts by removing section 21 
of the Housing Act 1988 and reforming the 
grounds for possession so tenants cannot  
be evicted without good reason. 

• Section 8 eviction process will be strengthened, 
giving landlords more rights to gain possession 
through the courts where there is a legitimate 
need for them to do so. 

• Introduction of a new lifetime deposit so 
tenants don’t need to save for a new deposit 
every time they move.

LABOUR
• Labour costs are set to rise as a result of 
statutory wage increases, with a target for the 
National Living Wage of £10.50/hr by 2024.
• A new points-based immigration system,  
with visas limited to skilled workers earning a 
minimum salary of £25,600/yr, will take effect 
from 1 January 2021. This will have implications  
for the availability of seasonal workers, although  
a new agricultural workers scheme may be 
introduced to support the sector.

CONNECTIVITY
• Since March 2020, consumers and businesses 
without access to a decent broadband connection 
have had the legal right to request one through the 
Universal Service Obligation (USO). 
• The Budget committed £5bn to support the 
rollout of gigabit-capable broadband in the 
 most difficult to reach 20% of the country.
• Mobile operators and government have struck  
a Shared Rural Network agreement which should 
mean 95% of the UK’s landmass has 4G mobile 
coverage by the end of 2025.

HOUSING, DEVELOPMENT  
AND INFRASTRUCTURE
• The government has pledged to build one 
million more homes in the next five years and  
to deliver significant improvements in critical 
infrastructure, including building the HS2 
high-speed rail link. 
• The Future Homes Standard includes  
a commitment to ban fossil fuel boilers in  
new homes from 2025.

BUSINESS AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
• The UK Industrial Strategy Shared Prosperity 
Fund – the government’s planned replacement  
for EU structural funding – could become an 
important source of funding for UK rural estates 
and farms over the next decade.
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The term ‘ecosystem services’ 
has become more familiar as 
climate change has risen in 
importance in the nation’s 
psyche. Despite this, there is 
still widespread confusion 
about what it means and the 
opportunity it might present  
to landowners.

Part of the problem is coming 
up with a simple, practical 
explanation of what ecosystem 
services actually are, with many 
of the existing definitions long 
and wordy. A very short 
definition is ‘the many and 
varied benefits to humans gifted 
by the natural environment’- or 
put even more simply: what 
nature does for us.

This concept is, of course, 
linked closely with another 
phrase we’ve become familiar 
with of late – natural capital, 
which, again in very simple 
terms, is all the pieces of the 
natural environment – including 
plants, animals, water, trees, 
peatland and minerals – which 
have the potential to provide 
benefits to people.

Both phrases have been 
propelled up the agenda, as a 
result of the UK government’s 
commitment to become net zero 
in terms of carbon emissions by 
2050. It is widely agreed that, 
without fundamental changes  
to the way land is used and 
managed, this commitment 

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES EXPLAINED

THE PRIVATE SECTOR  

MAY HAVE DEEPER 

POCKETS TO PAY FOR 

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES 

EDWARD ROUT, LAND MANAGEMENT

cannot be achieved. It will only 
be by protecting and enhancing 
natural capital we will be able  
to achieve this goal.

The flow of benefits – or 
ecosystem services –  which  
can come from the management 
of our natural capital is vast. It 
includes natural pollination of 
crops, clean air, clean water, 
extreme weather mitigation  
and human mental and physical 
wellbeing through access to 
green spaces.

The challenge to date  
has been that most of these 
ecosystem services do not have a 
market value, meaning they have 
been overlooked in decision-
making. However, as the concept 
of incentivising landowners to 
improve the delivery of these 
vital ‘public goods’ develops, this 
should mean opportunities for 
landowners. They may be sitting 
on land – especially marginal 
acres – eminently able to provide 
ecosystem services which can 
generate a new income stream.

The new Environmental Land 
Management System (ELMS) is 
the most obvious example of the 
push towards ecosystem 
services. Through the scheme, 
landowners will be able to 
access new revenues from  
the government for delivering  
public goods such as clean and 
plentiful water, thriving plants 
and wildlife and the ability for 
people to engage in the beauty 
and heritage of the countryside.

In terms of emerging markets, 
it is likely that the private sector 
will have deeper pockets than 
the public purse to pay for 
ecosystem services. At the 
moment, this market is still in its 
infancy, with the pioneers being 
largely water companies paying 

farmers to change their land 
management practices to reduce 
nitrate pollution. Farmers are 
invited to take part in a reverse 
auction which enables them to 
place a bid for the price they are 
willing to be paid to take steps 
such as sowing a cover crop or 
establishing buffer strips.

Another example is the 
long-term contracts being 
offered to landowners to create 
and manage habitat banks to 
offset losses caused by housing 
development. This is a concept 
which will become more 
mainstream once Biodiversity 
Net Gain (BNG) legislation 
comes into force. 

The fundamental question 
facing landowners now is how 
best to prepare to be ready to 
jump on any opportunities as 
and when they do arise. This is 
where natural capital accounting 
can be useful, as a way of 
measuring, monitoring and 
valuing an estate’s natural 
capital assets, presenting the 
information in a similar way  
to a set of financial accounts.

The more that landowners 
understand about the quantity 
and quality of their natural 
capital assets, the better placed 
they will be to make decisions 
about how best to manage them 
– for the good of society and to 
secure outside investment.
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