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The LAJTP technical supporting document 
 
To make the consultation on the proposed Land use and Agriculture Just 
Transition Plan (LAJTP) as accessible as possible, we have combined the 
consultation paper and sections of the working framework for the Plan into one 
document, providing just enough background information to guide the reader. 
 
The aim of this technical supporting document is to provide further context and 
information for those who would like it. 
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Section 1 - The important role of land and 
agriculture in Scotland 
 
In section 1 of the consultation document, we provided an infographic overview of 
some of the key statistics that affect the islands and rural* areas of Scotland, but that 
is just a very small part of a very big picture. The geographic and demographic 
diversity across rural Scotland presents a mix of challenges and opportunities and 
we hope the following information provides further insight into these. For ease of 
reading, and as we have done within the consultation document, we have grouped 
this information into relevant themes around land use in Scotland: Jobs, Skills and 
Economy; Environment and Adaptation; Communities and Place; and People and 
Equity. However, we do appreciate many of the statistics presented here may be 
equally relevant across multiple themes. 
 
*A definition of ‘rural Scotland’ can be found on the Scottish Government website. 
 
  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2022/documents/
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1.1 Land use in Scotland 
 
How we use and manage our land will be vital if we are to achieve our national net 
zero and nature targets. In order to clearly understand this challenge, we seek to first 
set out a basic overview of the current proportions of land uses in Scotland, 
highlighting in particular agriculture, forestry, and peatland. 
 
Scotland is approximately 8 million hectares in size; once you exclude bodies of 
water this reduces the land area to approximately 7.8 million hectares.1 Rural areas 
constitute 98% of Scotland’s landmass and 17% of its population.2 Scotland has a 
total of 790 islands of which 93 are currently inhabited.3 
 

Agriculture 
 
The largest single land use in Scotland is agriculture at 5.16 million ha, or 
approximately 66% of the total land area.4 However, 52% of this agricultural land is 
rough grazing. Indeed, only around 70% of the agricultural area is claimed under the 
Basic Payment Scheme (BPS) and Greening support mechanisms, amounting to 
approximately 3.74 million ha of land.5 
 
As a simplified overview, there are four over-arching categories of agriculture land 
use: 

• Arable agriculture – land that is capable of being used to produce a wide 
range of crops; 

• Improved grassland – land limited to grass production due to circumstances 
such as slope; 

• Mixed agriculture – land able to produce a moderate range of crops including 
cereals (primarily barley), forage crops and grass; and 

• Rough grazing – land with very severe limitations that prevent improvement 
by mechanical means. 

 
Around 11% of Scottish agricultural land is used to grow cereals, fruit and 
vegetables. Barley and wheat are the main cereal crops grown in Scotland, 
accounting for around 85% of the area used to grow cereals and oilseeds6 and much 
of it goes into the production of malting wheat and barley. In fact, 87% of barley and 
50% of wheat requirements of Scotland’s whisky production are sourced in 
Scotland.7 
 
Areas with limited growing conditions are currently designated as Less Favourable 
Areas (LFAs) in recognition of: 

 
1 Scottish Government calculations based on multiple data sources 
2 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
3 2023 Islands & Rural Insights Report from SRUC (nisrie.scot) 
4 Results from the Scottish Agricultural Census: June 2024 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
5 Scottish Government: provided by Rural Payments and Inspections (RPID) in 2024 
6 Results from the Scottish Agricultural Census: June 2024 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
7 Scotch Whisky Cereals Technical Note: 4th Edition | Scotch Whisky Association (scotch-
whisky.org.uk) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/
https://www.nisrie.scot/2023-rural-and-islands-insights-report.php
https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/pages/most-of-scotlands-area-is-used-for-agriculture/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/pages/small-decrease-in-the-total-area-of-cereals-and-oilseeds-compared-with-five-year-average/
https://www.scotch-whisky.org.uk/insights/sustainability/cereals/scotch-whisky-cereals-technical-note-4th-edition/
https://www.scotch-whisky.org.uk/insights/sustainability/cereals/scotch-whisky-cereals-technical-note-4th-edition/
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• the presence of land of poor productivity, which is difficult to cultivate and with 
a limited potential which cannot be increased except at excessive cost, and 
which is mainly suitable for extensive livestock farming; 

• lower than average production, compared to the main indices of economic 
performance in agriculture; and 

• a low or dwindling population predominantly dependent on agricultural activity, 
the accelerated decline of which could cause rural depopulation. 
 

It should be noted that the LFAs will typically be found on the elevated areas of the 
hills and uplands of Scotland.8 
 

Forestry 
 
Scotland’s forest and woodland area now covers more than 1.5 million hectares. 
Around one third of this is owned by the state as part of the National Forest Estate, 
and over 1,000,000 hectares is owned by the private sector.9 These forests consist 
of different woodland types and tree species, ranging from the highly productive 
forests of the Galloway and Tay Forest Parks to traditional mixed Highland estates, 
and from urban forests in and around our cities to the Atlantic oakwoods in Argyll 
and the native Caledonian pinewoods in the Highlands.10 
 

Peatland 
 
Scotland is one of the richest countries in Europe for peat and has around 2 million 
hectares of it. There are four main natural peatland habitat types11 in Scotland: 

• Blanket bog covers some 1.8 million hectares, 23% of our land area, and 
supports some of our rarest and most threatened wildlife, including 
internationally important breeding bird populations. Peat depth varies, with an 
average between 0.5 and 3 metres deep, but depths of up to 8 metres are not 
uncommon. Scotland holds a significant proportion of the European and world 
resource, holding around 1.6 billion tonnes of carbon. 

• Raised bogs are found mainly in the lowlands, appearing in their natural state 
as domes growing to 10 m or more in height. Vast areas have been lost to 
agricultural, horticultural and forestry practices. 

• Fens range from tiny fragments to extensive mosaics of wetland habitats at a 
landscape scale. Their use within social and agricultural systems has declined 
with the advent of intensive agriculture, drainage and mechanisation. 

• Bog woodland is one of Scotland’s rarest habitats and as the underlying 
vegetation makes them hard to access they are often un-managed and 
probably represent some of our most “natural” native woods. 

 
Healthy peatlands provide many benefits to us all but not all of our peatlands are in 
good health. It is estimated that 80% of Scotland's peatlands are damaged.12 

 
8 1 Context and Structure - Hill, Upland and Crofting Farmer-led Group: climate change evidence - 
gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
9 Forestry Facts & Figures 2024 
10 Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019-2029 
11 Scotland’s National Peatland Plan: Working for our future | NatureScot (Accessed 25/11/2024.) 
12 Restoring Scotland's Peatlands | NatureScot (Accessed 25/11/2024) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/resas-climate-change-evidence-huc-farmer-led-group/pages/3/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/resas-climate-change-evidence-huc-farmer-led-group/pages/3/
https://cdn.forestresearch.gov.uk/2024/09/FFF2024-2-WEB.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2019/02/scotlands-forestry-strategy-20192029/documents/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/doc/scotlands-national-peatland-plan-working-our-future
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/land-and-sea-management/carbon-management/restoring-scotlands-peatlands
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Marine – the connection 
 
The marine environment also has a role to play within a just transition for land use 
and agriculture, along the coastal areas and on inland water bodies. Scotland’s seas 
are rich, providing essential natural capital, ecosystems services delivering socio-
economic benefits, and jobs, income and prosperity for communities around 
Scotland. The opportunities created as a result encourage population growth, 
incentivise young people and families to stay and build lives, and play a key role in 
ensuring vibrant and flourishing coastal and island communities and thriving ports 
and harbours.13 
 
Scotland has a coastline of approximately 18,000 km14 and more than 30,000 
freshwater lochs.15 Our seas are nearly six times larger than the land area of 
Scotland and make up almost two-thirds of the area of sea controlled by the UK. 
Scotland’s marine sector is a key contributor to Scotland’s success, generating £5 
billion in gross value added in 2019 and accounting for 3.4% of the overall Scottish 
economy.16 In 2022, for example, Scotland had 62% of the value and 67% of the 
weight of all seafood landed by UK fishing vessels, and Scottish-farmed Atlantic 
salmon was the UK’s biggest single food export. In addition to these established 
industries, Scotland also has emerging and growing sectors, including marine 
tourism and seaweed, which are of increasing importance in creating jobs in many 
coastal and island communities. 
 
  

 
13 Our marine sector in an independent Scotland - Paper 8 (www.gov.scot) 
14 Coast and seas | NatureScot 
15 Lochs, rivers and wetlands | NatureScot 
16 Our marine sector in an independent Scotland - Paper 8 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2023/11/building-new-scotland-marine-sector-independent-scotland/documents/marine-sector-independent-scotland-paper-8/marine-sector-independent-scotland-paper-8/govscot%3Adocument/marine-sector-independent-scotland-paper-8.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/landscapes-and-habitats/habitat-types/coast-and-seas#:~:text=Wherever%20you%20are%20in%20Scotland,highly%20productive%20coast%20and%20seas.
https://www.nature.scot/landscapes-and-habitats/habitat-types/lochs-rivers-and-wetlands
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2023/11/building-new-scotland-marine-sector-independent-scotland/documents/marine-sector-independent-scotland-paper-8/marine-sector-independent-scotland-paper-8/govscot%3Adocument/marine-sector-independent-scotland-paper-8.pdf
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1.2 Living in rural Scotland 
 
Land use and agriculture contribute significantly to rural life and its economy, and a 
Just Transition must consider the benefits and impacts on the wider rural, island and 
coastal communities. This section seeks to provide a brief socio-economic overview 
of rural Scotland17, again with an emphasis on the agriculture and forestry sectors. 
 
As the data presented below demonstrates, rural and island communities across 
Scotland are incredibly diverse and face distinct challenges, from persistent issues 
such as accessing public services, availability and affordability of housing, 
(heightened by house price rises and second home ownership), higher reliance on 
cars, rising living costs, rising poverty and fuel poverty, and transport costs, to newer 
challenges such as a changing climate and the transition to net zero. In addition to 
this, EU exit, the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic and cost of living crisis have had 
significant impacts across rural and island Scotland, with communities and 
businesses facing specific challenges, such as those related to rising fuel prices and 
retention of staff.18 
 
Recent analysis indicates that Scotland has some of the most sparsely populated 
regions in Europe, and these areas face particular demographic challenges including 
low birth rates.19 
 
In 2022, the population of Scotland was estimated to be 5.4 million.20 The population 
of rural Scotland is estimated at over 930,00021, including our island and coastal 
communities. This continues to grow at a faster rate than the rest of Scotland, driven 
by an increase in accessible rural areas, mainly due to inward migration. In 2021, 
12% of Scottish population was estimated to live in accessible rural areas and 5% in 
remote rural areas. A further 9% were estimated to live in accessible small towns 
and 3% in remote small towns. The majority (72%) live in urban areas.22  At the time 
of the 2011 Census, the 93 inhabited islands in Scotland had a total population of 
103,700, which was 2 per cent of the population of Scotland.23 
 
However, the population of rural areas is projected to decline over the next 20 years. 
In island and remote rural areas, the population is already in steady decline and is 
projected to drop by 12% (19 000 people) between 2018 and 2043. In contrast, the 
population of ‘Larger cities’ and ‘Urban with substantial rural areas’ is projected to 
increase by 7% and 3% respectively.24 

 
17 For details about how ‘rural Scotland’ is defined, you can visit the Scottish Government Urban Rural 
Classification 2022 webpage 
18 4. Conclusions - Rural Scotland Data Dashboard: Overview - gov.scot 
19 2023 Islands & Rural Insights Report from SRUC (nisrie.scot) 
20 Scotland's Census 2022 - Rounded population estimates | Scotland's Census 
21 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 (www.gov.scot) 
22 Mid-2021 Small Area Population Estimates, Scotland: Report 
23 In 2011, the definition of islands was not the same as the definition used in the Islands (Scotland) 
Act 2018 Search | Scotland’s Census (scotlandscensus.gov.uk). The 2011 definition includes islands 
located in fresh water bodies whilst the 2018 definition only includes islands surrounded on all sides 
by the sea. 
24 There are some areas with a high level of population growth, for example the Orkney Islands. See: 
Population Projections for Scottish Areas 2018-based - National Records of Scotland (NRS) compiled 
by RESAS classification of local authorities. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2022/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-government-urban-rural-classification-2022/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/pages/5/
https://www.nisrie.scot/2023-rural-and-islands-insights-report.php
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-reports/scotlands-census-2022-rounded-population-estimates/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2021/02/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/documents/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/govscot%3Adocument/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021.pdf
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/media/yrvpgolv/report.pdf
https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/search-the-census#/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/population-projections-for-scottish-areas-2018-based/#:~:text=The%20population%20in%20Scotland%20is,%2D2008%20and%20mid%2D2018.
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Even within the classification areas for Scotland, population change is inconsistent. 
For example, in the islands over the period 2002 to 2022, Arran, Bute and the 
Cumbraes have experienced a population decline of 13.2% whereas Orkney has 
seen an increase of 16.7%.25 
 
Scotland’s population as a whole is ageing. Over a quarter (27%) of the population of 
remote rural areas is now aged 65 and over, compared to 16% in large urban areas. 
Rural areas have a lower percentage of people aged 16-44 years old, with 31% for 
accessible rural areas compared to 43% in large urban areas.26 Population 
projections by National Records of Scotland show the highest percentage reduction 
in children and working age population, and the highest increase in pensionable age 
population, will be in islands and remote rural areas.27 This will have an impact on 
rural economies and service provision in remote rural areas. 
 
  

 
25 NRS Small Area Population Estimates (2022) 
26 1. Introduction - Rural Scotland Data Dashboard: Overview - gov.scot 
27 Population Projections for Scottish Areas 2018-based - National Records of Scotland (NRS) 

https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/small-area-population-estimates-mid-2022/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/pages/2/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/population-projections-for-scottish-areas-2018-based/#:~:text=The%20population%20in%20Scotland%20is,%2D2008%20and%20mid%2D2018.
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1.3 Jobs, skills and economy 
 

Wider economy 
 
Economic growth has not been even across rural Scotland; between 2007 and 2019, 
Gross Value Added (GVA) increased at a slower rate in islands and remote rural 
local authorities than it did in other local authorities.28 There is also a mixed picture in 
terms of rural incomes. For example, there is a higher proportion of higher earners in 
accessible rural areas (32%) than in remote rural areas (23%). The most common 
income bracket for a household in both remote rural areas and the rest of Scotland is 
the £10,001 to £20,000 category, while in accessible rural areas it is the £40,001 and 
over category.29 
 
The Gross Value Added (GVA) for rural local authorities in 2021 was just over £39 
billion (26% of the Scottish total). GVA was highest in larger cities at 41%, followed 
by urban with substantial rural areas at 33%; mainly rural areas at 23%; and lowest 
in island and remote areas at 3%.30 
 

Employment 
 
Employment rates for males and females are mostly higher in rural areas. For 
females aged 16 to 64 the highest employment rate is in accessible rural areas 
(74%) while for males aged 16 to 64 it is in remote rural areas (84%). Overall, 
employment rates for males aged 16 to 64 are higher than for females aged 16 to 64 
in all areas of Scotland.31 
 
There is a perception that many of the employment opportunities in rural areas are 
low-skilled and low-paid. Whilst some sectors, including ‘agriculture, forestry and  
fishing’, ‘wholesale and retail’ and ‘accommodation and food services’ have a high 
degree of seasonal or transient employment, there is a range of high quality jobs 
offering job security (particularly in the public sector), good salaries, training 
opportunities and career progression. This underlines the importance of individuals 
having access to and awareness of these opportunities.32 
 
In the islands, perceptions of the availability of job opportunities in different sectors 
significantly vary between all island groups. Argyll islanders were most positive about 
jobs in fishing and Orkney Mainland residents most positive about jobs in agriculture. 
Jobs in forestry were felt to be fewer, with Skye and the Small Isles residents most 
likely to report opportunities. From a climate change perspective, 31% of island 
residents agree that there are job opportunities in low carbon and renewable energy. 
However, there is variation between the islands where the highest agreement was 

 
28 Regional gross value added (balanced) by industry A and BDE: Scottish Government (SG): Rural 
and Environmental Science and Analytical Services (RESAS) classification for the rural economy, 
1998 to 2021 - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) 
29 Scottish household survey 2019: annual report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
30 Rural Scotland Data Dashboard - Infogram 
31 Scotland's Labour Market: People, Places, and Regions - Statistics from the Annual Population 
Survey 2019 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
32 skills-action-plan-for-rural-scotland-full-report.pdf (skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk) 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/regionalaccounts/grossdisposablehouseholdincome/adhocs/1086regionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbyindustryaandbdescottishgovernmentsgruralandenvironmentalscienceandanalyticalservicesresasclassificationfortheruraleconomy1998to2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/regionalaccounts/grossdisposablehouseholdincome/adhocs/1086regionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbyindustryaandbdescottishgovernmentsgruralandenvironmentalscienceandanalyticalservicesresasclassificationfortheruraleconomy1998to2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/regionalaccounts/grossdisposablehouseholdincome/adhocs/1086regionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbyindustryaandbdescottishgovernmentsgruralandenvironmentalscienceandanalyticalservicesresasclassificationfortheruraleconomy1998to2021
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/
https://infogram.com/1pzg5qxldkwy2zf29ve97mvgdmb1dggnyrm?live
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-labour-market-people-places-regions-statistics-annual-population-survey-2019/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-labour-market-people-places-regions-statistics-annual-population-survey-2019/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/uhqbunre/skills-action-plan-for-rural-scotland-full-report.pdf
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reported by residents in Orkney Mainland (76%), whilst the Argyll Islands (6%), and 
Bute, Arran and Cumbrae (10%) reported significantly lower agreement.33 
 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) employ more people in both accessible 
and remote rural areas than in the rest of Scotland. Micro businesses (0-9 
employees) account for almost half (45%) of employment in remote rural areas and 
over a third (35%) in accessible rural areas, compared to only 15% in large urban 
areas (using a 6-fold urban-rural classification).34 
 
More residents in rural Scotland are self-employed and homeworking is more 
prevalent. Almost a quarter of people in remote rural areas (23%) are self-employed, 
compared to 16% in accessible rural areas and 9% in the rest of Scotland. More 
employees in remote rural areas have a second job than anywhere else.35 
 
Proportionately more residents of rural Scotland are in work, with employment rates 
higher than in the rest of Scotland.36 Residence based estimates of pay indicate that 
rates are highest for accessible rural areas but lowest for remote rural areas. 
 
‘Agriculture, forestry, and fishing’ is the sector that shows the greatest difference 
across Scotland, accounting for 15% of workers in remote rural areas compared to 
12% in accessible rural areas and 0.5% in the rest of Scotland. The ‘accommodation 
and food services’ sector also has a much larger share of employment in remote 
rural areas (15%) compared to accessible rural areas (9%) and the rest of Scotland 
(8%).37 
 

Workforce - agricultural 
 
The total agricultural workforce was 67,400 people in 2024.38 This includes 32,500 
regular and seasonal employees working in agriculture, a group that has increased 
by 10% when compared with the five-year average. The increase was driven by a 
rise in the number of working business partners, particularly female working family 
and business partners. The majority of the workforce are owner-occupiers, made up 
of people who own or rent the farm and work on it. Of all working occupiers, 65% are 
male and 35% are female 
 
The vast majority of working occupiers are aged 45 years and over. In 2024, only 
15% of the total working occupiers were 44 years and under. Male and female 
working occupiers are generally similar ages. However, this estimate may not 
include some family members who also provide some labour.39 
 

Workforce - other sectors 
 

 
33 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
34 Supporting documents - Businesses in Scotland: 2022 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
35 Rural Scotland Data Dashboard: Overview (www.gov.scot) 
36 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 (www.gov.scot) 
37 Inter-Departmental Business Register (IDBR) - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) 
38 Results from the Scottish Agricultural Census: June 2024 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
39 Results from the Scottish Agricultural Census: June 2024 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/businesses-in-scotland-2022/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2023/12/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/documents/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/govscot%3Adocument/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2021/02/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/documents/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/govscot%3Adocument/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/paidservices/interdepartmentalbusinessregisteridbr
https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/pages/most-working-occupiers-are-aged-45-years-and-over/
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The forestry sector now has more than 34,100 full time employees (from 2019 
figures) of whom over 16,000 work in forestry, timber processing and supply chain 
activities, and over 18,000 work in forest recreation and tourism.40 
 
Aquaculture is also important, employing 2,300 people (3% of marine economy 
employment) in 2021.41 Looking at the sector more widely to include both production 
and processing activities, employment was estimated to be just under 6,300 in 2018, 
and 11,700 when including the wider supply chain.42  
 
An increase in ‘Green jobs’ is often cited as an opportunity that will come from the 
transition to net zero. A report for Skills Development Scotland43 suggests that the 
current number of green jobs is significant. In 2021, of the total 2.5 million jobs in 
Scotland, just over 100,000 were new and emerging green jobs.44 The data gathered 
reveals that there are increases in demand for jobs of this nature and that existing 
jobs are ‘greening’. Demand appears to be occurring across all regions of Scotland, 
suggesting a geographically widespread transition. Whilst a positive trend, it should 
be noted that women are markedly under-represented in green jobs in Scotland at 
28% compared to 72% for men. 
 

Education, skills and training 
 
Areas across rural and urban Scotland have experienced primary school closures 
over the last twenty years. However, rural areas also have problems with recruiting 
teachers who are willing to relocate to more remote areas. School closures can have 
both direct and wider impacts in rural areas, where the school itself serves a greater 
purpose than education. In small rural communities, the school is seen as a village 
resource used not just by children and a key place for everyday social interaction. 
Losing this resource reduces parent involvement and interaction and reduces quality 
of life for pupils, parents and the rest of the community.45 
 
The Scottish Islands Survey 2023 found that three quarters of respondents who are 
parents, care-givers or guardians agree that children have access to quality primary 
school education. This figure drops to three in five with respect to secondary 
education. Three in five respondents perceive they could complete a college 
education in a subject of their choice while living in their island, compared to two in 
five with respect to completing a university degree.46 
 
School leaver attainment is similar in both rural and urban areas and has remained 
largely the same over time. In addition, the majority of secondary school leavers in 
rural Scotland in 2021-22 had a positive destination although fewer school leavers in 
remote rural areas go on to further education compared to school leavers in 

 
40 Scottish Forestry - Forestry's economic contribution (accessed November 2024) 
41 Scotland's Marine Economic Statistics 2021 (www.gov.scot) 
42 4. Direct Economic Activity - Aquaculture sector - wider economic impacts: estimates - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 
43 green-jobs-in-scotland-report_final-4.pdf (skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk) 
44 The authors of this report suggest these figures should be interpreted with a degree of caution as 
using the SOC2020 4-digit level, current LFS data does not provide sufficient detail of the specific 
economic activity – green or non-green – of many of the jobs included. 
45 rural+deprivation+evidence+review.pdf (www.gov.scot) 
46 3. Main Findings - Scottish Islands Survey 2023: main findings report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.forestry.gov.scot/forestry-business/economic-contribution-of-forestry
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2023/12/scotlands-marine-economic-statistics-2021/documents/scotlands-marine-economic-statistics-2021/scotlands-marine-economic-statistics-2021/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-marine-economic-statistics-2021.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/estimation-wider-economic-impacts-aquaculture-sector-scotland/pages/4/#Table4-1
https://www.gov.scot/publications/estimation-wider-economic-impacts-aquaculture-sector-scotland/pages/4/#Table4-1
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/q2lhg1v5/green-jobs-in-scotland-report_final-4.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2017/02/scottish-index-of-multiple-deprivation-rural-deprivation-evidence-and-case-studies/documents/rural-deprivation-an-evidence-review/rural-deprivation-an-evidence-review/govscot%3Adocument/rural%2Bdeprivation%2Bevidence%2Breview.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/pages/7/


P a g e  13 | 55 
 

accessible rural areas and the rest of Scotland. The highest percentage of school 
leavers in employment was in remote rural areas (43%).47 
 
In 2022-23, almost a third (29%) of all Modern Apprenticeship48 starts in Scotland 
were in mainly rural areas, with 3% in islands and remote rural areas. In the same 
period, just over a tenth of employed 16-24 year olds in islands and remote rural 
areas (13%), and mainly rural areas (11%) were Modern Apprentices, compared to                                       
9% in urban with substantial rural areas, and only 5% in larger cities.49 
 
Scotland faces a demographic challenge, with an ageing population and fewer 
employees entering the job market.50 Data supplied by Skills Development Scotland 
to the Commission for the Land Based Learning Review indicated: ‘Employment in 
Scotland’s Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing sector over the mid-term (2022 to 2025), 
the overall total requirement is expected to be around 10,200, with 400 people 
forecast to be required due to expansion in the sector and 9,800 people required due 
to replacement demand.’ Over 20,000 people are forecast to be required in the 
sector over the next 10 years with the majority replacing those workers who leave 
the labour market due to retirement and other reasons. 
 
However, ‘land based’ skills encompass far more than just agriculture, forestry and 
aquaculture, but also key supporting roles such as engineering, equine and 
environmental conservation. This wide variety of career opportunities reflects the 
specialist skills and knowledge required to produce food and raw materials from our 
natural environment in a safe and sustainable manner, provide a range of ecosystem 
services such as flood protection, pollination and opportunities for recreation, and 
support nature restoration, climate change mitigation and adaptation.51 
 
Should people wish to develop their skills to do this work, it can still be challenging if 
they live in rural areas. Less than half of islanders agreed that, if they wanted to, they 
could access professional training while living on the islands (online or in person).52 
 
However, despite the challenges, in 2022 over two fifths (41%) of rural businesses 
stated that they were currently taking action to upskill or reskill their staff, or planned 
to. They are looking for specific skills. Food and drink businesses were more likely to 
be seeking skills in low carbon (60%), whilst tourism businesses were more likely to 
be looking to develop customer or client-facing skills (82%).53 
 

Farming and food production 
 
The contribution made by agriculture to Scottish society and the environment is 
broader than the measures captured in traditional economic indicators. Agriculture 
plays an important role in rural communities, and, along with tourism and hospitality, 

 
47 Summary statistics for follow-up leaver destinations, no. 5: 2023 edition - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
48 The Modern Apprenticeship (MA) programme provides people aged 16 and over the opportunity to 
secure industry-recognised qualifications while earning a wage. 
49 Modern Apprenticeships statistics - Skills Development Scotland 
50 Commission for the Land-Based Learning Review Report to Scottish Ministers (www.gov.scot) 
51 Commission for the Land-Based Learning Review Report to Scottish Ministers (www.gov.scot) 
52 National Islands Plan Survey Final Report (www.gov.scot) 
53 Rural Scotland Business Panel Survey October 2022 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-follow-up-leaver-destinations-no-5-2023-edition/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/publications-statistics/statistics/modern-apprenticeships?page=1&statisticCategoryId=4&order=date-desc
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/independent-report/2023/01/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers/documents/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers/govscot%3Adocument/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/independent-report/2023/01/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers/documents/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers/govscot%3Adocument/commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2021/07/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/documents/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/govscot%3Adocument/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-business-panel-survey-october-2022/
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contributes to the 'Scottish' brand, for example through the Scotch Beef or Scotch 
Lamb Protected Geographic Indication (PGI) from the Quality Meat Scotland Cattle 
and Sheep Assurance Scheme. 
 
Through these wider economic and environmental impacts, the sector also has an 
impact on many other businesses and supply chains in Scotland, such as leisure and 
tourism, food and drink, veterinary services, the haulage industry and forestry. 
 
Alongside the other most significant sectors in employment terms, (public sector, 
financial and other activities, and tourism), agriculture is an important part of the rural 
economy and most of Scotland’s land area is used for this activity. Estimated figures 
from 2020 suggest that total agricultural output was worth £3.45 billion54, with our 
food and drink industry being the largest user of this domestically. Arable farming 
(cereals, crops, fruit and vegetables) contributed the largest share of Scottish 
agricultural output, with a value of £1.15 billion, or 33% of total output. The next 
largest sectors were beef and dairy (milk and milk products), with outputs of £642 
million (18% of total output) and £367 million (11% of total output) respectively. 
 
However, this output is highly dependent on land capability, with large areas of 
Scotland having limited arable growing conditions or consisting of hilly or rocky land 
more suitable for livestock. 
 
According to the 2024 Scottish Agricultural Census the total area of planted potatoes 
was 29,100 hectares in 2024, an increase of 4.1% compared with the five year 
average (28,000 hectares). The area used to grow vegetables intended for human 
consumption (excluding potatoes) was 22,000 hectares, an increase of 5.3% 
compared with the five-year average. The area used to grow crops for animal feed 
(stockfeed) was 16,600 hectares, similar to the five-year average. 
 
Total cattle numbers in Scotland have been in a long-term decline since a high in 
1974, when there were 2.68 million cattle. This trend continued in 2024, with cattle 
numbers falling to 1.67 million, a decline of 2.4% compared with the five-year 
average. If compared with 2023, cattle numbers decreased by 0.9%.55 However, 
whilst over the past decade there has been a 12% decline in the total beef breeding 
herd, (total herd of 382,600 in 2024), the total number of dairy cows has increased 
by 5.8% over the past 10 years from 169,700 in 2014 to 179,600 in 2024. 
 
The total number of sheep decreased by 3.8% in 2024 to 6.47 million56 compared 
with the five-year average, suggesting a very slight downward trend compared to the 
long-term trend of the past 10 years. In 2024, the number of pigs decreased by 6.5% 
to 315,500 when compared with the five-year average. There was a 4.9% increase in 
farmed deer in 2024 to 16,000 compared with the five-year average (15,300 deer). 
 
The food and drink sector is one of Scotland’s key growth sectors, domestically and 
internationally, covering a broad range of activities from farming, fishing and 
aquaculture to the processing, distilling, brewing and manufacturing of food and 
drink. It is a major contributor to Scotland’s economy, with latest figures showing that 

 
54 Total Income from Farming 2018-20 (www.gov.scot) 
55 Results from the Scottish Agricultural Census: June 2024 - gov.scot 
56 Results from the Scottish Agricultural Census: June 2024 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/pages/increase-in-planted-potato-area-compared-with-five-year-average/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2021/05/total-income-farming-estimates-2018-2020/documents/total-income-farming-2018-20/total-income-farming-2018-20/govscot%3Adocument/total-income-farming-2018-20.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/results-from-the-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2024/
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the sector generates turnover of around £15 billion and adds close to £5.4 billion in 
Gross Value Added (GVA). It is made up of over 17,000 businesses, which employ 
around 129,000 people, many in economically fragile rural and island communities.57 
 

Farm income 
 
Average farm income, a measure of farm profit after costs, was estimated at around 
£35,500 in 2023-24, the lowest since 2019-20 after adjusting for inflation. This is a 
51% (£37,500) decrease from the high of the previous year, (which was the highest 
income since 2012-13, the earliest year for which comparable data exists).58 
 
Total average farm income is calculated from the following income streams: 

• agricultural activity 

• support payments 

• contracting activity 

• diversified activity 
 
Farms on average made a loss of £22,500 from agricultural activity in 2023-24. 
Averaged across all farm types, agricultural activity is usually loss-making in 
Scotland, with 2022-23 being the first time for more than a decade when the average 
farm generated profit in this way. Agricultural output decreased by 14% (£40,000) to 
£245,300 in 2023-24, driven mostly by decreases in crop, livestock, and milk 
outputs. Total input costs decreased by 1% (£4,000) from the previous year to 
£273,900. Decreases in feed and fodder, regular labour, and land and property costs 
offset increases in fertiliser and casual labour costs.59 
 
Support payments play an important role in farm income, helping around 73% of all 
farms to make a profit in 2023-24, (compared to 83% reported in 2022-23). Without 
support this decreases to 29% of all farms. On average, farms received around 
£46,500 in support payments and grants, a decrease in real terms of 5% from 
payments received in 2022-23. The decrease was mostly driven by the fixed rate of 
the Basic Payment Scheme, which did not increase with inflation. Without this 
support, the average business made a loss in 2023-24 of £11,000. Indeed, the 
average farm has only made a profit without support in two of the 12 years for which 
we have comparable data.60 
 
In addition to agricultural activity and support payments and grants, the average farm 
in 2023-24 made a profit (income after costs) of £5,400 from contract farming and 
£6,200 from diversified activities. In fact, more than half of farms have diversified 
activities that generate additional incomes to their businesses. In 2023-24, 59% of 
farms had at least one diversified activity. The most common diversified activity 
continues to be renting out farm buildings, (for purposes other than tourist 
accommodation), but others include micro electricity generation, wind turbines and 
providing tourist accommodation and catering. However, not every farm will have 
opportunities to diversify. 

 
57 Section 5 - Food and Drink Industry Overview - Local Food for Everyone: Our Journey - gov.scot 
58 Scottish farm business income: annual estimates 2023-2024 - gov.scot 
59 Scottish farm business income: annual estimates 2023-2024 - gov.scot 
60 Scottish farm business income: annual estimates 2023-2024 - gov.scot 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-food-everyone-journey/pages/6/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-farm-business-income-annual-estimates-2023-2024/pages/average-farm-income-decreases-from-record-high/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-farm-business-income-annual-estimates-2023-2024/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-farm-business-income-annual-estimates-2023-2024/
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Average incomes of dairy, arable and mixed farms remain the highest across all farm 
types. However, a larger proportion of farms within these farm types were 
unprofitable compared to the previous year. In 2023-24, 31% of cereal and dairy 
farms were loss-making, up from 2% and 4% respectively in the previous year. The 
proportion of unprofitable lowland cattle and sheep farms increased from 20% to 
68%. For LFA sheep farms, no farms in the survey made a profit without support 
payments, down from 8% of farms in the previous year.61 
 

Crofting and small-holding 
 
As of 2019/20 there were 21,186 crofts in Scotland, 15,137 of which were tenanted 
and 6,049 owned. Many crofts are small, the average being around 5 hectares.62 
Crofting covers around 4% of Scotland’s utilisable agricultural area. 
 
Common grazings are a unique part of the crofting system and there are currently 
over 1,000 across the Crofting Counties of Scotland covering in excess of 500,000 
hectares.63 Comprising two-thirds of all land under crofting tenure, these areas 
continue to be critical to crofting livestock systems and contribute towards high 
quality food production and food security. Additionally, they are becoming 
increasingly recognised for the potential environmental and ecological benefits they 
could provide. Through peatland restoration, carbon capture, renewable energy, and 
woodland creation, crofting can help tackle climate change and enhance biodiversity. 
 
In general, crofters tend to be male, living in a two-person household and are  
aged over 55. However, the proportion of female crofters has continued to rise  
from 13% in 2014 and 26% in 2018, to 30% in 2022.64 
 
The majority of crofting activities are rooted in the traditional agricultural pursuits of 
livestock and crops. However, while only small proportions use their croft for other 
activities, new activities of forestry and woodland creation (18%), biodiversity 
activities (8%), glamping/camping (3%) and peatland restoration (1%) were all noted 
in 2022. These new activities were more likely to be carried out by crofters aged 
under 65. In addition to agricultural activities, crofts are also used for a wide variety 
of other activities such as growing fruit and vegetables; growing trees; bed and 
breakfasts and holiday lets; and renewable energy production. 90% of crofters who 
responded to the Economic Condition of Crofting 2019-2022 Survey had income 
from non-crofting sources. This was also the case in 2014 and 2018.65 
 

Forestry 
 
Forestry makes a substantial contribution to the economy at both national and local 
levels. In 2019, forestry’s economic contribution to Scotland was estimated to be 

 
61 Scottish farm business income: annual estimates 2023-2024 - gov.scot 
62 Facts & Figures | Crofting Commission 
63 Crofting Commission Annual Report and Accounts 
64 Economic Condition of Crofting 2019-2022 (www.gov.scot) 
65 Executive Summary - Economic conditions of crofting: survey 2019 to 2022 - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-farm-business-income-annual-estimates-2023-2024/
https://www.crofting.scotland.gov.uk/facts-and-figures
https://www.crofting.scotland.gov.uk/userfiles/file/annual_report_and_accounts/Crofting-Commission-Annual-Report-2023-24.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/12/economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022/documents/scottish-government-report-parliament-economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022/scottish-government-report-parliament-economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022/govscot%3Adocument/scottish-government-report-parliament-economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/survey-economic-conditions-crofting-2019-2022/pages/12/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/survey-economic-conditions-crofting-2019-2022/pages/12/
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£385 million.66 When combined with other forestry related activity, (primary wood 
processing, forestry activities supply chain, and tourism), the total economic 
contribution is £1.1 billion in gross value added per year. 
 
The key economic activities are production of timber and other wood fibre, and the 
provision of recreation and tourism assets.67 The majority of economic activities 
associated with woodland creation, management, harvesting and transportation, as 
well as a significant part of the processing of wood products, takes place in rural 
areas. Businesses range in scale from artisan furniture-makers, family-owned 
contracting micro-businesses and community-based biomass enterprises to UK-wide 
woodland management companies and multi-million-pound panel, pulp, paper and 
sawmills operating internationally. The forestry sector is therefore particularly 
important for these communities. 
 
The forestry sector is growing and thereby increasing its demand for ‘forest floor’ 
jobs, as well as diversifying and requiring more varied skills. At the same time, in 
common with other land-based industries, forestry has an ageing workforce and is 
experiencing challenges in attracting and retaining young people. 
 
Scotland has good growing conditions for productive timber species, and a highly 
efficient timber-processing sector. Most of the wood produced in Scotland for 
downstream processing and manufacture is softwood from fast-growing conifer 
species. Hardwood from slower growing broadleaved species makes up a much 
smaller proportion of the overall harvest but provides an important resource for the 
wood fuel market and high value artisan and niche construction sector products. 
 

Aquaculture 
 
In 2021, aquaculture generated £472 million GVA, 0.31% of the Scottish economy 
and 10% of the marine economy GVA.68 
 
Scotland exported £868 million of seafood in 2020, of which Scottish salmon 
accounted for £450 million. The extensive use of technology in aquaculture means it 
is producing highly skilled jobs in some of Scotland’s remote coastal and island 
communities. GVA per worker in the Scottish aquaculture sector was £107,000 in 
2018, with the average wage in salmon production at £38,000. The trend towards 
high skilled jobs in the sector will continue with further technological progress.69 
 

Tourism 
 
Tourism is seen as a source of job opportunities across the islands and mainland. 
Around three quarters of islanders perceive that the number of tourists visiting their 
local area has increased in the past 5 years and that it has a positive impact in their 
local area. However, only a minority of residents (23%) feel that there is adequate 

 
66 Scottish Forestry - Forestry's economic contribution (accessed November 2024) 
67 Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019-2029 (www.gov.scot) 
68 Aquaculture - Scotland's Marine Economic Statistics 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
69 Scotland's National Strategy for Economic Transformation: Evidence Paper (www.gov.scot) 

https://forestry.gov.scot/forestry-business/economic-contribution-of-forestry
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2019/02/scotlands-forestry-strategy-20192029/documents/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-marine-economic-statistics-2021/pages/5/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/03/scotland-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/documents/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper.pdf
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provision for the number of tourists, with significantly lower levels of agreement in 
Skye and the Small Isles (4%) than other islands.70 
 

Renewable energy 
 
Renewable energy production is likely to place an ever-increasing demand on our 
land in the future, as part of the drive to decarbonise energy production. In fact, new 
statistics show that in 2022 renewable technologies generated the equivalent of 
113% of Scotland’s overall electricity consumption, an increase of 26% compared to 
2021.71 Electricity generation is greatest in mainly rural areas (56% of the Scottish 
total) and is increasing at the highest rate.72 
 

Natural capital 
 
The role of nature in underpinning our economy is often underestimated, hidden, or 
simply not recognised. Recent research73 by Scottish Government shows that 
businesses reliant on our natural capital – like agriculture, forestry, fishing and 
tourism - contribute more than £40 billion to the economy and support around 
260,000 jobs. We must ensure that we protect and enhance our natural capital so 
that we support these businesses and the jobs and benefits they provide to our 
communities. 
 
Scottish Government has set out its ambition to show global leadership in rebuilding 
natural capital in our 2022 National Strategy for Economic Transformation, 
underpinning our wellbeing economy and also our response to the climate and 
nature crises. This ambition will require both public and private investment and 
Scottish Government has recently published its 2024 Natural Capital Market 
Framework, setting out the actions being taken to deliver our distinctive vision for a 
values-led high integrity market for responsible private investment in natural capital. 
These actions include commitments to ensure that these markets deliver benefits to 
communities and support a just transition. 
 
  

 
70 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
71 Record renewable energy output - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
72 trends-rural-scotland-2025-working-paper.pdf 
73 Natural capital - importance to the Scottish economy: research - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/natural-capital-market-framework/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/natural-capital-market-framework/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
https://www.gov.scot/news/record-renewable-energy-output/#:~:text=Renewable%20technologies%20generated%20the%20equivalent,point%20increase%20compared%20to%202021.
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2025/01/trends-rural-scotland-working-paper-2025/documents/trends-rural-scotland-2025-working-paper/trends-rural-scotland-2025-working-paper/govscot%3Adocument/trends-rural-scotland-2025-working-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/importance-natural-capital-scottish-economy/
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1.4 Environment and adaptation 
 

Land use impacts and benefits 
 
The way we use land in Scotland can have a significant impact on our environment. 
In 2022, 19.5% of Scotland’s total greenhouse gas emissions were attributed to land 
use and agriculture.74 
 

Agriculture 
 
Most of Scotland's land area is used for agriculture. Agriculture impacts the 
environment, climate change and biodiversity in both positive and negative ways. 
Some farm practices can contribute positively to natural flood management, carbon 
capture, soil management and biodiversity. However, some farm practices also have 
negative impacts on soil and water quality, biodiversity, erosion, and greenhouse gas 
emissions. 
 
In broad terms, the impacts of agriculture on biodiversity are largely a result of the 
historical move from low input-low output agricultural systems towards agricultural 
intensification. The evidence suggests that a number of changes that address the 
drivers of biodiversity decline from agriculture are needed. These could include a 
move to farming practices that promote high diversity, nature rich, high soil carbon, 
low intensity methods to address the direct impacts on biodiversity, all whilst 
sustaining high quality food production. There are also broader actions needed to 
increase the spatial extent of nature networks and improve overall ecosystem health 
and functioning so that ecosystems are connected and more resilient to other 
pressures (e.g. climate change).75 
 
It is estimated that there is the potential to store an additional 60 mega tonnes of 
carbon in Scottish top-soils under grassland soils and 88 mega tonnes of carbon in 
top-soils under arable land. But there is also the risk that up to 112 mega tonnes of 
stored soil organic carbon could be lost.76 Scottish soils generally have high soil 
organic carbon contents, so it may be difficult to further increase the carbon content 
of Scottish soils under current land use practices. 
 
Climate change is also a severe risk to the agricultural sector. The Farm Advisory 
Service notes that summers have become hotter and drier, winters milder and 
wetter, and heavy rainfall events have increased in frequency. Extreme weather 
events have become less predictable but far more intense. These changes are 
having a number of impacts on Scottish agriculture in areas such as productivity, soil 
quality, pests and diseases, water availability and quality, and flooding. Agricultural 
practices without mitigation measures negatively affect soil and water quality by 

 
74Scottish Greenhouse Gas Statistics 2022 - gov.scot 
75 2 Evidence base - Agriculture and Rural Communities (Scotland) Bill: supporting evidence and 
analysis - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
76 Agriculture and Rural Communities (Scotland) Bill – Supporting Evidence and Analysis 

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstb.2007.2183
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1046/j.1365-2664.2002.00695.x
https://www.fas.scot/environment-2/climate-change/adapting-to-climate-change/
https://www.fas.scot/environment-2/climate-change/adapting-to-climate-change/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-greenhouse-gas-statistics-2022/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/agriculture-rural-communities-scotland-bill-supporting-evidence-analysis/pages/8/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/agriculture-rural-communities-scotland-bill-supporting-evidence-analysis/pages/8/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2023/09/agriculture-rural-communities-scotland-bill-supporting-evidence-analysis/documents/agriculture-rural-communities-scotland-bill-supporting-evidence-analysis/agriculture-rural-communities-scotland-bill-supporting-evidence-analysis/govscot%3Adocument/agriculture-rural-communities-scotland-bill-supporting-evidence-analysis.pdf
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causing contamination by pollutants and erosion from poorly managed soil. The 
impacts from soil erosion alone have been estimated at £50m per year.77 
 
Whilst it is anticipated climate change impacts are likely to be mostly negative, the 
Committee for Climate Change (CCC) notes that UK agriculture and forestry may be 
able to increase production with warmer weather and longer growing seasons.78 
Whilst uncertain, some crops and tree species may also benefit from increased CO2 
fertilisation. However, the CCC notes that to realise this opportunity, the stewardship 
of important natural resources needs to be improved to prevent the availability of 
water and quality of soils constraining output, and farmers may also need advice to 
help them improve and adapt farm systems and exploit new markets. 
 

Forestry 
 
Over the second half of the 20th century, it became clear that the industrial, 
intensive, single purpose forestry that dominated the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s 
was not sustainable.79 
 
Scotland’s forests and woodlands are an important resource of natural capital 
providing us with a range of environmental benefits which contribute to 
improvements in people’s quality of life such as clear air, water, timber and 
renewable energy. They help mitigate the impact of climate change by absorbing 
substantial amounts of carbon, and wood products continue to store captured carbon 
after harvesting. In 2022, 7.5 million tonnes of CO2 was removed from the 
atmosphere by Scotland’s forests and woodlands.80 Forests and woodlands support 
a diverse range of species and are rich in biodiversity; to date, researchers at Stirling 
University have recorded over 1000 species associated with Scottish forests.81 
 
However, it is recognised that there are associated risks to the environment if good 
practice is not followed, particularly during tree felling and ground cultivation 
activities.82 It is also recognised that there is a need to “improve the resilience of 
Scotland’s forests and woodlands and increase their contribution to a healthy and 
high quality environment” 83, through actions such as increasing tree species 
diversity, planting areas of mixed species, careful choice of tree seed provenance 
and allowing natural regeneration.84 Resilient forests can absorb and adapt to 
disturbances such as climate change and attacks by pests and diseases, helping 
them to stay healthy and sustainable into the future.85 
 

Peatland 
 

 
77 Developing a method to estimate the costs of soil erosion in high-risk Scottish catchments: final 
report - gov.scot 
78 Committee on Climate Change - UK Climate Change Risk Assessment 2017 Synthesis Report - 
July 2016 (theccc.org.uk) 
79 Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019-2029 (www.gov.scot) 
80 Scottish Greenhouse Gas Statistics 2021 (www.gov.scot) 
81 The WrEN Project – a large scale natural experiment 
82 Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019-2029 (www.gov.scot) 
83 Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019-2029 
84 Adaptation Measures - Forest Research 
85 Scottish Forestry - Resilient forests 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/developing-method-estimate-costs-soil-erosion-high-risk-scottish-catchments/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/developing-method-estimate-costs-soil-erosion-high-risk-scottish-catchments/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/UK-CCRA-2017-Synthesis-Report-Committee-on-Climate-Change.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/UK-CCRA-2017-Synthesis-Report-Committee-on-Climate-Change.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2019/02/scotlands-forestry-strategy-20192029/documents/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2024/06/scottish-greenhouse-gas-statistics-2022/documents/scottish-greenhouse-gas-statistics-2022/scottish-greenhouse-gas-statistics-2022/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2BGreenhouse%2BGas%2BStatistics%2B2022.pdf
https://www.wren-project.com/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2019/02/scotlands-forestry-strategy-20192029/documents/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-forestry-strategy-2019-2029.pdf
https://www.forestry.gov.scot/publications/373-scotland-s-forestry-strategy-2019-2029/viewdocument/373
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/climate-change/adaptation-measures/
https://www.forestry.gov.scot/forests-environment/resilient-forests
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Although large areas of our peatlands are in the relatively remote uplands of the 
north and west, many of our cities, towns and villages have peatlands on their 
doorsteps. These can be important areas for exercise and relaxation, as well as 
providing opportunities for active involvement, education and awareness-raising.86 
 
Healthy peat plays a vital role in carbon storage and combating the effects of climate 
change as well as providing a wider range of benefits87 to areas including: 

• Nature - uniquely adapted groups of birds, plants, fungi, invertebrates and 
micro-organisms, some not found together anywhere else in the world, with 
some birds nesting at the highest densities yet recorded; 

• Water supply – much of our drinking water comes from peatland areas and 
many of our important salmon rivers depend on peaty catchments. 
Maintaining peatlands in good condition, or restoring them, makes for cleaner 
water and lower costs to society; 

• Flood management – intact peat bogs store water and help to maintain steady 
flow rates on salmon rivers. Natural and restored peatlands provide reduced 
downstream flood risks compared to damaged peatlands; 

• Livestock grazing – many peatland areas support grazing livestock, mostly 
sheep, but also cattle. On some sites these can be used to control scrub and 
tree regeneration; 

• Sporting management – sustaining much of our deer stalking, grouse 
shooting and fishing enterprises; 

• Recreation – whether its hill walking, birdwatching or gazing from a lonely 
road, these remote, rolling peatlands provide an unrivalled and distinctly 
Scottish experience; 

• Cultural enrichment – peatlands provide a sense of place for many and have 
been an inspiration for art, song, poetry and literature down the ages, and this 
remains the case today. Their colours are also captured in some tweeds and 
tartans; 

• Health – walking for its own sake, to reach distant mountains or a remote loch 
or stream brings the benefits of physical exercise, refreshes the senses and 
can encourage calm reflection in otherwise busy and crowded lives. 

 
Of course, it is only when our peatlands are in a healthy state that all these benefits 
flow. Much of our peatland is in poor condition and requires suitable management or 
even restoration. It is estimated that 70% of our blanket bog and 90% of our raised 
bog area has been damaged to some degree.88 Damaged bogs are a source of 
climate-warming greenhouse gases, reduced water quality and deliver a diminished 
range of other services. 
 

Ecosystem services 
 
Our land is much more than simply fields, mountains, forests and peatland. So many 
of our needs are provided by land and nature that our land use choices affect almost 
every aspect of life for all of us. As well as the food we eat, it supplies us with 
bioenergy feedstock and renewable power to heat our homes, and the timber and 

 
86 Scotland’s National Peatland Plan: Working for our future | NatureScot 
87 Scotland’s National Peatland Plan: Working for our future | NatureScot 
88 Scotland’s National Peatland Plan: Working for our future | NatureScot 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/scotlands-national-peatland-plan-working-our-future
https://www.nature.scot/doc/scotlands-national-peatland-plan-working-our-future
https://www.nature.scot/doc/scotlands-national-peatland-plan-working-our-future
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land to build our houses and communities. It carries our roads and infrastructure, 
protects us from the elements, processes much of our waste and absorbs carbon. It 
is the basis for the ecosystems that we rely on, from the air we breathe and the 
water we drink, to the natural environment that is home to pollinators and contributes 
to our health and wellbeing. It is where we go for recreation, and to connect with the 
landscapes and heritage recognised and loved by both the people of Scotland and 
beyond.89  
 
It is very difficult to put an economic value on these services, but examples90 that 
illustrate the importance of ecosystem services include: 

• Insect pollination services in Scotland are valued at an estimated £43 million 
per year; 

• Scotland’s beaches and salt marshes protect £13bn of coastal buildings and 
infrastructure, compared to £5bn protected by engineered sea walls. 

 

Biodiversity and nature 
 
The State of Nature Report (2019)91 catalogues an alarming decline in biodiversity, 
noting there has been no let-up in the net loss of nature in Scotland with a continued 
decline in numbers and distribution of terrestrial and freshwater species during the 
last 10 years. Nevertheless, Scotland is still a stronghold in the UK for many species 
associated with farmland and upland habitats, particularly in those parts of Scotland 
where the farming systems and practices employed are sympathetic to wildlife. 
 
As highlighted in the recently published Biodiversity strategy to 2045: tackling the 
nature emergency In Scotland, the evidence around the scale and nature of the 
biodiversity crisis is strong and continues to mount. The evidence points to a natural 
environment that has been heavily degraded, with continued declines across much 
of our land. 
 
The Biodiversity Intactness Indicator92 shows that Scotland has lost almost half of its 
historic land-based biodiversity. That is slightly less than other parts of the UK, but 
Scotland still ranks in the bottom 25% of nations. 
 
Measurements of natural capital indicate it has declined by over 15% since 1950. 
For example, The Natural Capital Asset Index93 finds that only around 64% of 
Scotland’s protected woodlands are in a favourable or recovering condition despite 
being the habitat with the greatest ecosystem services potential. 
 
Scotland has seen a 24% decline in average abundance of 352 terrestrial and 
freshwater species since 1994, (noting that 1994 was not a high point), and a 14% 
decline in range for 2,970 terrestrial and freshwater species since 1970.94 
 

 
89 scotlands-third-land-use-strategy-2021-2026-getting-best-land.pdf (www.gov.scot) 
90 Ecosystem services - nature’s benefits | NatureScot 
91 State-of-nature-Report-2019-Scotland-full-report.pdf 
92 Biodiversity Intactness Index data | Natural History Museum (nhm.ac.uk) 
93 Natural Capital Asset Index | NatureScot 
94 State-of-nature-Report-2019-Scotland-full-report.pdf 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-2045-tackling-nature-emergency-scotland/pages/4/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-2045-tackling-nature-emergency-scotland/pages/4/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2021/03/scotlands-third-land-use-strategy-2021-2026-getting-best-land/documents/scotlands-third-land-use-strategy-2021-2026-getting-best-land/scotlands-third-land-use-strategy-2021-2026-getting-best-land/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-third-land-use-strategy-2021-2026-getting-best-land.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/scotlands-biodiversity/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-and-cop15/ecosystem-approach/ecosystem-services-natures-benefits
https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2019-10/State-of-nature-Report-2019-Scotland-full-report.pdf
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/data/biodiversity-indicators/biodiversity-intactness-index-data?future-scenario=ssp2_rcp4p5_message_globiom&georegion=001&min-year=1970&max-year=2050&georegion-compare=null&future-scenario-compare=null&show-uncertainty=true&min-biigraph-y-axis=0&max-biigraph-y-axis=100&min-factorgraph-y-axis=0&max-factorgraph-y-axis=100&underlying-factor=crp
https://www.nature.scot/doc/natural-capital-asset-index
https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2019-10/State-of-nature-Report-2019-Scotland-full-report.pdf
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Nature conservation sites cover 18% of Scotland’s land area.95 However, only 65% 
of natural features on protected sites are classed as being in favourable condition, 
with a further 13% classed as unfavourable but recovering.96 
 
These nature conservation areas include: 

• National parks - Scotland currently has two: Loch Lomond and the 
Trossachs National Park, established in 2002; and the Cairngorms National 
Park, established in 2003 and extended in 2010. Both serve as models of 
sustainable development and with that are central to rural economic 
development and recreation, sustainability, and conservation efforts. 

• Natura 2000 97 - This is the Europe-wide network of protected areas 
developed under the European Commission’s Habitats Directive and Birds 
Directive. It is made up of Special Areas of Conservation (SAC), which 
support rare, endangered or vulnerable natural habitats and species of plants 
or animals (other than birds) of European importance, and Special 
Protection Areas (SPA), which support significant numbers of wild birds and 
their habitats. Scotland provides the largest part of the UK contribution to the 
Natura 2000 network, with 15% of its land designated under the Birds and 
Habitats Directives. The UK figure is 8.5%. and the average across the EU is 
18%. 

• Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) 98 - These form a set of 
nationally important natural areas in the UK. SSSIs in Scotland are notified by 
NatureScot for a range of habitats and species under powers granted by the 
Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004, using UK-wide selection criteria. 
There are currently 1,440 SSSIs in Scotland. 

• Ramsar sites 99 - These are wetlands of international importance designated 
under the Ramsar Convention on wetlands, an intergovernmental treaty that 
aims to conserve wetlands through local and national action and international 
cooperation. 

• National Nature Reserves (NNRs) - areas of land set aside for nature and 
signify Scotland’s best wildlife sites. 

 
  

 
95 30 by 30 explained | NatureScot 
96 The Proportion of Scotland's Protected Sites in Favourable Condition 2023 | NatureScot 
97 Natura 2000 - Biodiversity - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
98 Sites of Special Scientific Interest - Biodiversity - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
99 Ramsar sites and nature reserves - Biodiversity - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/protected-areas-and-species/30-30-and-nature-networks-2/30-30-explained
https://www.nature.scot/doc/proportion-scotlands-protected-sites-favourable-condition-2023
https://www.gov.scot/policies/biodiversity/natura-2000/#:~:text=Scotland%20provides%20the%20largest%20part,241%20SACs%20and%20153%20SPAs.
https://www.gov.scot/policies/biodiversity/sites-of-special-scientific-interest/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/biodiversity/ramsar-sites-and-nature-reserves/
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1.5 Communities and place 
 

Transport 
 
There is higher reliance on driving as a means of transport in rural areas, and drive 
times to key services including GPs, primary and secondary schools, and shops are 
longer. In remote rural areas, 63% people live within a 15 minute drive time to a 
secondary school, compared to 91% of people in accessible rural areas and 100% of 
people in the rest of Scotland.100 Fewer than half of people living in accessible rural 
(47%) and remote rural (40%) areas of Scotland live within a 15 minute drive time to 
a GP by public transport; this compares to 92% in the rest of Scotland.101 
 
Transport costs are also higher in rural and island areas, particularly for working-age 
households and pensioners.102 Residents in rural areas are more likely than those 
elsewhere to spend over £100 per month on fuel for their cars.103 Indeed, ‘transport 
poverty’ (the lack of transport options that are available, reliable, affordable, 
accessible or safe that allow people to meet their daily needs and achieve a 
reasonable quality of life) is also a related issue, which in 2016 Sustrans found to 
impact upon 1 million Scottish residents104, predominantly those in accessible small 
towns and accessible rural areas. 
 
Adults in rural areas are more likely to drive to their place of work or education, and 
less likely to take public transport, than those living in the rest of Scotland.105 
 
There is large variation between island groups with respect to the accessibility of 
island transport, with patterns of use dictated by island location and infrastructure. 
For example, residents of Shetland and Orkney Outer Isles make greatest use of 
inter-island ferries, while residents of Mainland Shetland and Mainland Orkney make 
most use of flights to and from mainland Scotland. Interestingly, different patterns of 
transport use are notable between different age groups, with older people making 
greater use of local buses and mainland ferries, younger people flying to and from 
the mainland more often, and middle-aged residents (aged 36 to 50) making more 
use of inter-island ferries.106 
 

Roads 
 
The number of registered private cars was highest per head of population in mainly 
rural local authorities in 2021 at an average of 0.50 cars per person. Journey times in 
rural areas are longer, with 19% of journeys in remote rural areas being 20km or 
over. 
 

Public transport 
 

100 Services and Lifestyle - Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot 
101 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
102 The cost of remoteness - reflecting higher living costs in remote rural Scotland when measuring 
fuel poverty: research report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
103 Scottish household survey 2019: annual report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
104 Microsoft Word - Transport Poverty in Scotland v1.0 FINAL (sustrans.org.uk) 
105 Scottish household survey 2019: annual report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
106 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/pages/3/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/pages/3/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/cost-remoteness-reflecting-higher-living-costs-remote-rural-scotland-measuring-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/cost-remoteness-reflecting-higher-living-costs-remote-rural-scotland-measuring-fuel-poverty/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/
https://www.sustrans.org.uk/media/2880/transport_poverty_in_scotland_2016.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
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The proportion of people within a 15-minute drive time to key services by public 
transport are much lower in rural areas compared to the rest of Scotland. The figures 
are particularly low in rural areas with respect to drive time to the nearest shopping 
centre, where only 22% of people in accessible rural areas live within a 15-minute 
trip via public transport. The proportion is slightly higher at 29% in remote rural 
areas.107 
 
Satisfaction with public transport is lower in rural areas. Adults living in remote rural 
(44%) and accessible rural (53%) areas are much less satisfied with the quality of 
public transport than those in large urban areas (78%).108 Young people living in 
rural areas and islands face barriers to bus use including timetables, frequency of 
buses, limited route options, and a lack of bus stops nearby.109 
 
Less than half of islanders agree that the local bus service runs when they need it 
and that fares are good value for locals and visitors. 52% say the service is reliable 
and that they can easily find out about routes and times.110 
 
However, on the islands the percentage of respondents who say it is easy to access 
essential services using public transport has decreased, from 69% in 2020 to 47% in 
2023.111 
 

Ferries 
 
People living in Scotland’s island communities are particularly reliant on ferries to 
and from the mainland, but levels of satisfaction with these services are relatively 
low. In a 2020 survey, just over half (58%) of island residents agreed that the 
mainland ferry service is reliable and 64% that there is usually space when they 
need it. Less than half (42%) agreed that ferry fares to and from the mainland are 
good value for locals.112 
 

Active travel 
 
A quarter of island residents agree that their local roads and paths are safe for 
cycling, and safe and accessible for wheelchairs and prams.113 
 

Food processing 
 
With the closure of abattoir facilities in rural areas in Scotland such as Orkney, Elgin 
and Dunblane, many animals are now having to travel further to be slaughtered and 
returned for processing in local businesses (butchers) than before. There are 
concerns that this is leading to increased stress to animals, greater environmental 

 
107 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
108 Supporting documents - Scottish Household Survey 2021 - telephone survey: key findings - 
gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
109 Baseline data report - June 2022 - Young Persons’ Free Bus Travel Scheme | Transport Scotland 
110 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
111 Scottish Islands Survey (2023) Main Findings Report (www.gov.scot) 
112 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
113 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/pages/3/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2021-telephone-survey-key-findings/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2021-telephone-survey-key-findings/documents/
https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/baseline-data-report-june-2022-young-persons-free-bus-travel-scheme/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2024/09/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/documents/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/govscot%3Adocument/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/
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impacts and decreased profitability for farmers. These closures could have impacts, 
particularly for producer-retailers wanting to sell locally reared meat to the local 
market.114 
 

Timber processing 
 
In the UK, a total of 141 sawmills processed UK roundwood in 2021. Over the past 
ten years, the number of active sawmills has decreased by 20%; in Scotland the 
decrease was 23%, down to 46 from 60 in 2012. Most of this change has occurred in 
the smallest size categories of sawmill.115 
 

Digital connectivity 
 
Almost all homes in Scotland can access the internet and the quality of broadband 
continues to improve. However, in rural Scotland116 coverage from superfast or 
newer higher-speed services is consistently lower. (In 2024, superfast broadband 
coverage was 83% in rural areas compared to 99% in urban areas, and gigabit-
capable coverage was only 43% in rural areas compared to 85% in urban areas).117 
Ofcom estimate that 16,000 premises in Scotland, (residential and commercial), still 
do not have access to a ‘decent’ broadband service with speeds above 10mb/s via 
either a fixed or wireless network. 
 
Although the 5G mobile network is expanding across the UK, 4G continues to 
underpin the mobile experience for consumers both inside and outside premises in 
Scotland. Whilst there have been commendable improvements in recent years, 
Scotland has the lowest geographic 4G network coverage of any UK nation with 65% 
of its landmass served by all network operators, (compared to 80% for the UK). For 
geographic voice coverage across Scotland, from all four operators, the figure is 
69%. In-vehicle coverage on major roads by at least one operator is 98% for 4G and 
99% for voice calls. However, across all operators it is 74% for 4G and 79% for voice 
calls.118 
 
4G coverage by all mobile network operators in rural areas is considerably lower 
than urban areas although coverage has increased since 2022. People in these rural 
areas have less service provider choice and risk having no signal away from built-up 
areas.119 
 
The adoption of most key digital technologies, such as mobile technologies and 
cloud computing, has increased in recent years. However, the digitisation of Scottish  
businesses is relatively low on average and there is scope to increase further the 
adoption of many digital technologies to improve economic performance.120 
 

 
114 3.0 Abattoir Infrastructure In Scotland - Mobile abattoirs - viability and sustainability: report - 
gov.scot 
115 Forest Research: Forestry Statistics 2022 
116 Note: Ofcom defines a rural area as having a population of 2,000 or less 
117 Connected Nations Scotland report 2024 
118 Connected Nations Scotland report 2024 
119 Connected Nations 2023 - Scotland report (ofcom.org.uk) 
120 Scotland's National Strategy for Economic Transformation: Evidence Paper (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/assessing-viability-sustainability-mobile-abattoirs-scotland/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/assessing-viability-sustainability-mobile-abattoirs-scotland/pages/2/
https://cdn.forestresearch.gov.uk/2022/12/FS2022-combined-29sep22.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2024/connected-nations-scotland-report-2024.pdf?v=386504
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2024/connected-nations-scotland-report-2024.pdf?v=386504
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0023/273722/connected-nations-2023-scotland.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/03/scotland-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/documents/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper.pdf
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Rural housing 
 
Access to affordable housing is a long-standing issue in some parts of rural Scotland 
and is often connected to other challenges impacting the rural economy, including 
workforce recruitment and retention in remote rural and island communities.121 
 
Remote rural areas have a significantly higher percentage of vacant dwellings (6%) 
and second homes (6%) than other areas of Scotland.122 This percentage can be 
particularly high in specific areas, such as the islands. For example, the Scottish 
Islands contain 2% of Scotland's total dwellings, but 17% of Scotland’s second 
homes.123 
 
Remote rural areas have the highest percentage of ‘large family’ households, while 
accessible rural areas have the highest percentage of ‘small family’ households. 
Rural Scotland as a whole has a higher percentage of ‘older smaller’ households, 
where one or both adults are of pensionable age.124 
 
Most islanders, (eight in ten respondents), are happy with their housing but say that 
affordable housing is not available in their area.125 In a 2020 survey, the majority 
(71%) agreed there is a high proportion of holiday lets or second homes in their local 
area. Less than a fifth (19%) agreed there is enough housing available to meet local 
demand. Over half (60%) disagreed.126 
 
A recent report by Scotland’s Rural College127 indicates that second home ownership 
is a driver of house price inflation in many rural areas, with over half (51%) of 
residential transactions in island and remote rural local authorities being cash sales, 
compared to 27% in larger cities. 
 
House prices are rising across rural Scotland, particularly in accessible rural 
areas.128 In 2022-23, the average price of a residential property in rural areas was 
£271,436 compared to £202,588 in urban areas. Accessible rural areas are on 
average the most expensive area to purchase a property. Between 2021-22 and 
2022-23, residential property prices increased across all areas of Scotland. Remote 
small towns saw the largest rise in average residential property price with an 
increase of 13%.129 
 
Furthermore, between 2011-2021, the number of new build housing completions 
increased in mainly rural areas but decreased in remote rural and island areas. In 
2021, there were over 8,500 new build housing completions in urban with substantial 

 
121 Highlights - Rural Scotland Data Dashboard: Overview - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
122 Households and Dwellings in Scotland, 2023 - National Records of Scotland (NRS) 
123 6 Housing - Scottish islands: data overview 2023 - gov.scot 
124 Rural Scotland Data Dashboard - Infogram 
125 Scottish Islands Survey (2023) Main Findings Report (www.gov.scot) 
126 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
127 2023 Islands & Rural Insights Report from SRUC (nisrie.scot) 
128 Properties sold in rural areas are likely to have a different underlying profile of size and type. For 
example, houses are on average 38% larger in rural areas. See: Scottish House Condition Survey: 
2021 Key Findings (www.gov.scot) 
129 Registers of Scotland Property Market Report 2023 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/pages/4/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/households-and-dwellings-in-scotland-2023/#:~:text=The%20changes%20in%20household%20size,than%20in%20Wales%20(3.4%25).
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-data-overview-2023/pages/8/
https://infogram.com/1pzg5qxldkwy2zf29ve97mvgdmb1dggnyrm?live
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2024/09/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/documents/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/govscot%3Adocument/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/
https://www.nisrie.scot/2023-rural-and-islands-insights-report.php
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2021-key-findings/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2021-key-findings/documents/
https://www.ros.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/249656/Registers-of-Scotland-Property-Market-Report-2023.pdf
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rural areas, compared to around 6,000 in mainly rural areas and less than 500 in 
islands & remote rural areas.130 
 
The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation – Rural Deprivation evidence summary131 
highlights that housing stock in many rural areas is regarded as ‘not fit for purpose’. 
This is mainly due to the lack of suitable affordable housing, modern housing and 
single occupancy homes. These problems have social and economic impacts on 
rural communities and the wider land use and agricultural sectors. For example: 

• The lack of affordable housing means that young first-time buyers are priced 
out and have to leave the area. This out-migration of young working people 
increases the dependency ratio, (the number of people aged 65 or more per a 
hundred people aged 15-64). 

• As low-income workers are unable to afford housing, small businesses and 
service providers which rely on a low-income workforce are unable to source 
staff. 

 
The average energy efficiency profile of rural properties is lower than that for urban,  
and dwelling characteristics associated with lower energy efficiency are 
disproportionately represented in rural areas.132 As a consequence, rural households 
are at risk of fuel poverty for reasons including: 

• over half (65%) of rural dwellings are not within the coverage of the gas grid, 
and are therefore dependent on alternative fuel types that are more 
expensive; 

• rural properties are on average 31% larger than urban dwellings and therefore 
cost more to heat; and 

• 28% of dwellings in rural locations use oil as a primary heating source. In 
urban locations, oil is used in less than 1% of dwellings. 

 
Fuel poverty rates continue to be higher in remote rural and island areas.133 From 
October 2023, it was estimated that there would be 150,000 fuel poor households in 
rural areas (a fuel poverty rate of 35%) and 680,000 in urban areas (a fuel poverty 
rate of 33%). From October to December 2023 it was estimated that 47% of island 
households would be in fuel poverty, compared to 33% of mainland households. 
 
  

 
130 Housing statistics quarterly update: new housebuilding and affordable housing supply - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 
131 rural+deprivation+evidence+review.pdf (www.gov.scot) 
132 Scottish house condition survey: 2019 key findings - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
133 3. Challenges - Rural Scotland Data Dashboard: Overview - gov.scot 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/housing-statistics-for-scotland-new-house-building/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/housing-statistics-for-scotland-new-house-building/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2017/02/scottish-index-of-multiple-deprivation-rural-deprivation-evidence-and-case-studies/documents/rural-deprivation-an-evidence-review/rural-deprivation-an-evidence-review/govscot%3Adocument/rural%2Bdeprivation%2Bevidence%2Breview.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2019-key-findings/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-data-dashboard-overview/pages/4/
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1.6 People and equity 
 
Rural areas of Scotland have a lower proportion of the population in the age range 
16 to 44 but a higher proportion of people aged 45 and over. This is particularly true 
for the age range of 65 and over in remote rural areas, indicating that when people 
reach retirement age, they are more likely to live in rural areas.134 Evidence suggests 
that factors influencing the number of young people moving out of rural areas could 
be higher education and employment opportunities, and the availability of affordable 
housing and public transport.135 
 
That said, a comparison of results between the Scottish Islands Surveys of 2020 and 
2023 suggest islanders are now increasingly likely to stay on their island for the next 
5 years, rising from 86% in 2020 to 88% in 2023, with young people more likely to 
stay on their island in the medium term. While this improvement is small, it displays 
promising development in addressing population decline on the islands.136 
 
Satisfaction with public services is lower in rural areas than urban areas of Scotland. 
Less than half of adults living in accessible rural areas (45%) and remote rural areas 
(48%) were satisfied with the quality of public services (local health services, schools 
and public transport combined), in comparison to 58% of adults living in large urban 
areas.137 
 
Islanders rate their local environment very highly, and high proportions engage in 
pro-environmental behaviours, notably buying food locally and generating their own 
renewable energy, which is particularly common in the Orkney Outer Isles. Lower 
proportions of residents report that the local environment is clean and litter-free, 
however, and the ability to dispose of bulky household waste is a particular issue in 
the outer islands of Orkney and Shetland.138 
 

Health and wellbeing 
 
Life expectancy is higher in rural Scotland. It is highest in remote rural areas, at 
around 79 years for males and around 83 for females.139 Healthy life expectancy140 
is also higher in rural Scotland. In 2019-21, healthy life expectancy for females in 
remote rural areas was 66.2 years, almost six years higher than for females in large 
urban areas (60.6 years). For males it was just over 64 years compared to 59 
years.141 
 
Primary and secondary school pupils in rural and remote rural areas have healthier 
diets than those in urban areas. For example, 40% of pupils in remote rural areas eat 

 
134 People and Communities - Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
135 Wider socio-economic context - Just transition in land use and agriculture: a discussion paper - 
gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
136 scottish-islands-survey-2023-comparing-perceptions-island-life-2020-2023.pdf 
137 Scottish Household Survey 2021 - telephone survey: key findings - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
138 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
139 Life Expectancy in Scotland 2021-2023 - National Records of Scotland (NRS) 
140 Healthy life expectancy is an estimate of lifetime spent in "very good" or "good" health, based on  
how individuals perceive their general health. 
141 Healthy Life Expectancy 2019-2021 - National Records of Scotland (NRS) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/transition-land-use-agriculture-discussion-paper/pages/9/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/transition-land-use-agriculture-discussion-paper/pages/9/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2024/09/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/documents/scottish-islands-survey-2023-comparing-perceptions-island-life-2020-2023/scottish-islands-survey-2023-comparing-perceptions-island-life-2020-2023/govscot%3Adocument/scottish-islands-survey-2023-comparing-perceptions-island-life-2020-2023.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2021-telephone-survey-key-findings/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/life-expectancy-in-scotland-2021-2023/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/publications/healthy-life-expectancy-2019-2021/
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vegetables at least once a day, 10% more than in large urban areas. In accessible 
rural and remote rural areas, pupils were most likely to eat fruit once a day.142 
 

Access to care 
 
Experience of care is better in remote rural areas. For example, 69% of people 
receiving care, surveyed in remote rural areas, agreed that they feel supported to 
live as independently as possible, compared to 65% in large urban areas. The 
highest percentage of people who agreed that the help, care or support they receive 
improved or maintained their quality of life were in remote rural areas (68%), 
followed by remote small towns (63%), higher than in Scotland as a whole (60%).143 
 
The experiences of unpaid carers are also most positive in remote rural areas, where 
over a third (35%) said that they feel supported to continue caring. They are least 
positive in accessible rural areas, where less than a quarter (24%) agreed.144 
 
General Practitioner to patient ratio is higher in rural Scotland. It is highest in remote 
rural areas (14.8 per 10,000 patients) and accessible rural areas (9.7), and lowest in 
other urban areas (8.1).145 All of the Island Local Authorities have an equal or higher 
General Practice to Patient Ratio than the Scottish Average of 9 General Practices 
per 10,000 patients. Overall, satisfaction with local health services is relatively high 
across rural and remote rural Scotland. Satisfaction is highest in remote rural areas 
(85%) and lowest in accessible small towns (71%), compared to 80% in large urban 
areas.146 On islands, the majority of islanders (84%) agree they could easily access 
a GP.147  
 
There is a mixed picture in terms of other health data. Emergency hospital 
admissions are lower in remote rural and accessible rural areas than in the rest of 
Scotland. In contrast, the highest rates for cancer admissions are in remote rural 
areas, with the lowest cancer admission rate being in accessible rural areas.148 
 
There are well-known challenges with rural childcare provision, from the availability 
of services, including wraparound care, to issues faced by providers such as 
changes in demand and recruitment of staff. Parents and carers in rural areas (66%) 
are less likely to use all of their 1,140 funded hours than those in urban areas (75%). 
In rural areas, two thirds (66%) of parents have experienced difficulties affording 
childcare, compared to a smaller number (61%) in urban areas.149 
 

Working together 
 

 
142 Health and Wellbeing Census Scotland 2021- 2022 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
143 Health and Care Experience Survey 2021 to 2022: national results - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
144 Health and Care Experience Survey 2021 to 2022: national results - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
145 General Practice - GP Workforce and practice list sizes 2012 - 2022 - General Practice - GP 
workforce and practice list sizes - Publications - Public Health Scotland 
146 Scottish Household Survey 2021 - telephone survey: key findings - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
147 National Islands Plan Survey Final Report (www.gov.scot) 
148 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
149 Early learning and childcare - parents' views and use: survey findings 2022 - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/health-and-wellbeing-census-scotland-2021-22/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/health-care-experience-survey-2021-22-national-results/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/health-care-experience-survey-2021-22-national-results/
https://publichealthscotland.scot/publications/general-practice-gp-workforce-and-practice-list-sizes/general-practice-gp-workforce-and-practice-list-sizes-2012-2022/
https://publichealthscotland.scot/publications/general-practice-gp-workforce-and-practice-list-sizes/general-practice-gp-workforce-and-practice-list-sizes-2012-2022/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2021-telephone-survey-key-findings/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2021/07/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/documents/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/govscot%3Adocument/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland-2022/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland-2022/
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Around a third of people in rural Scotland give up time to work as a volunteer or 
organiser compared to a quarter in the rest of Scotland.150 
 

Local focus 
 
Recent engagement with stakeholders, (see section 3 of this document), has 
highlighted the importance of understanding the unique attributes of every locality 
and ensuring ‘the right thing happens in the right place’. As illustrated earlier, some 
islands are experiencing declining populations whereas others are seeing their 
population increase. This could suggest that island policy needs to be flexible 
enough to treat this as two separate issues rather than as simply an ‘island’ issue. 
 
For example, the recent Economic Condition of Crofting Survey151 highlighted that 
most crofters were in agreement that crofting is not economically viable without 
household members supplementing their income from non-crofting activities. 
Furthermore, the majority of crofters expressed the view that it was necessary for 
crofting to continue to diversify from agricultural-based activities in order to secure its 
economic future. 
 
Seven in ten island respondents see themselves as belonging to their local 
community, and six in ten say there is a strong sense of community in their local 
area. However, this varies across the island groups and has decreased since 2020. 
Islanders also feel more empowered when it comes to influencing community 
organisations (such as community councils, development trusts and community 
groups) than national and regional organisations (such as local authorities and 
health boards). Just 6% feel they have influence over decisions made by the Scottish 
Government and 10% feel they can influence their local authority, while almost a 
third feel they can influence their community council and other community 
organisations.152 
 

Equity, value and respect 
 
There is widespread evidence that people in rural areas, and remote rural and island 
communities in particular, experience higher costs of living for some goods and 
services, for example weekly food costs. Additional minimum living costs for 
households in remote rural Scotland typically add 15-30% to a household budget, 
compared to urban areas of the UK.153 Rural employment rates often compare 
favourably with urban areas although it is well-known that rural incomes can be 
volatile and precarious, with unpredictable incomes from seasonal/casual work and 
zero-hours contracts characteristic not only of land-based and tourism employment 
but extending across many sectors of rural economies.154 Slightly higher pay in rural 
Scotland (than urban) can still be inadequate to meet basic needs as goods are 
more expensive in remote rural communities. 

 
150 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
151 Economic Condition of Crofting 2019-2022 (www.gov.scot) 
152 3. Main Findings - Scottish Islands Survey 2023: main findings report - gov.scot 
153 4 Explaining differences - The cost of remoteness - reflecting higher living costs in remote rural 
Scotland when measuring fuel poverty: research report - gov.scot 
154 Improving our understanding of child poverty in rural and island Scotland: research - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/12/economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022/documents/scottish-government-report-parliament-economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022/scottish-government-report-parliament-economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022/govscot%3Adocument/scottish-government-report-parliament-economic-condition-crofting-2019-2022.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-survey-2023-main-findings-report/pages/7/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/cost-remoteness-reflecting-higher-living-costs-remote-rural-scotland-measuring-fuel-poverty/pages/6/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/cost-remoteness-reflecting-higher-living-costs-remote-rural-scotland-measuring-fuel-poverty/pages/6/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/improving-understanding-child-poverty-rural-island-scotland/pages/4/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/improving-understanding-child-poverty-rural-island-scotland/pages/4/
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In 2019-22, poverty rates in rural areas (18%) were slightly lower than those in urban 
areas (21%). However, the proportion of people in each category who are in relative 
poverty in rural Scotland has gradually increased since 2006-9 from 15% to 18%.155 
In 2019-22, child poverty rates in rural areas (18%) were lower than those in urban 
areas (27%) and Scotland as a whole (24%), but have changed very little since 
2006-9, when 19% of children were in relative poverty in rural Scotland. 
 
In 2021, nearly three quarters (73%) of island residents surveyed said that their 
heating bills had increased in the past year. Over one in ten (13%) stated that they 
could not afford to keep their home warm in the past year, and around a tenth (8%) 
said they have had to choose between keeping their home warm and buying food or 
essentials for themselves and their family.156 
 
The 2020 National Islands Plan Survey revealed that less than a third of island 
residents agree that it is easy for young people (under 40) who want to live and work 
in their local area to do so, and only a quarter of island residents agree that young 
people are supported to remain, move or return to the local area.157 
 
The crime victimisation rates in rural areas are lower than in the rest of Scotland. 
Remote rural areas have the lowest victimisation rates at 4%. This rises to 9% in 
accessible rural areas and then to 13% in the rest of Scotland.158 
 
Rural and island communities share many challenges, for example accessing public 
services or high-quality employment. However, the consequences of geography 
(including higher costs and environmental factors) can create particular problems for 
island communities and for some islanders rurality exacerbates inequality already 
experienced on account of age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil 
partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual 
orientation.159 
 
Experiences of culture and language vary considerably across island groups, age 
groups and genders, with different patterns of cultural participation and perceptions 
of the extent to which island culture is supported. 59% of residents agree that there 
is investment in cultural and historic places and facilities in their island. 58% of 
residents agree that islanders' creative talents are supported and nurtured. Of those 
who speak Gaelic, 59% agree that there is support for Gaelic speakers to live and 
work in their community, 47% that they could access public services in Gaelic, and 
34% that they can contribute to decisions affecting their local area in Gaelic.160 
 
Culture can also impact in more subtle ways. For example, succession presents real 
problems for women's entry into agriculture. The assumption by some that a son 
rather than a daughter will inherit the family farm is a significant barrier to equality. 

 
155 Poverty and income inequality statistics - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
156 National Islands Plan Survey Final Report 
157 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
158 Rural Scotland Key Facts 2021 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
159 The National Plan for Scotland's Islands - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
160 National Islands Plan Survey: final report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/collections/poverty-and-income-inequality-statistics/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2021/07/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/documents/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/govscot%3Adocument/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/rural-scotland-key-facts-2021/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-plan-scotlands-islands/pages/4/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-islands-plan-survey-final-report/pages/5/
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This is a cultural rather than a legal issue, reinforced by the lack of future business 
and succession planning in the agricultural industry.161 
 

Land ownership 
 
The use and ownership of Scotland's land is one of the central issues for the future 
of our environment, our society and our economy. Addressing the historical position 
of large parts of Scotland being owned and used in ways determined not by the 
communities that live on them, but by landowners, often based out with Scotland, 
has been a theme of devolution since the first Parliament.162 
 

Private land 
 
Over the last century, there have been some important changes to land ownership 
including an increase in land owned by public agencies and community groups and a 
decrease in the area held by larger estates.163 In 2014 it was estimated that 50% of 
Scotland’s land was owned by just over 400 private owners164 and, more recently, 
that privately owned estates account for just over 4.1 million hectares (57%) of rural 
land.165 
 

Tenanted land 
 
The amount of rented agricultural land in Scotland has fallen steadily over the past 
ten years from 25% in 2011 to 22% in 2021, (at 1.27 million hectares). The total area 
of tenanted land decreased by 2% compared to 2020. The area of secure tenancies 
fell by two per cent, and the area of other tenancy types remained fairly stable. 
Newer, limited period tenancy arrangements have been increasing in recent years. 
These arrangements accounted for just over one third of all tenancy types in 2021.166 
In addition to tenant farms, there are 15,242 tenanted crofts in Scotland, (as 
recorded by the Crofting Commission in 2023/2024).167 
 

Land in community ownership 
 
Recent figures168 show that in 2022 the area of Scottish land in community 
ownership was 212,342 hectares, which is 2.7% of the total land area of Scotland. 
The area of land in community ownership has increased by 155,801 hectares 
compared to 2000. There were 754 assets in community ownership in Scotland, an 
increase of 16 (2%) from 738 in 2021, owned by 505 groups. Remote rural areas 

 
161 Women in Agriculture Taskforce: summary report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
162 Land reform in a Net Zero Nation: consultation paper - gov.scot 
163 The effects associated with concentrated and large-scale land ownership in Scotland: a research 
review (Glass et al 2019) available at: 5dd7d807b8768_Research-Review-Concentrated-ownership-
final-20190320.pdf (landcommission.gov.scot) 
164 Hunter, J., Peacock, P., Wightman, A. and Foxley, M. 2014. 432:50 – Towards a comprehensive 
land reform agenda for Scotland. A Briefing Paper for the House of Commons Scottish Affairs 
Committee. 
165 Microsoft Word - The Contribution of Scotland's rural estates to building a wellbeing economy - 
final report - 22Sep22.docx (scottishlandandestates.co.uk) 
166 June Agricultural Census 2021 
167 Crofting Commission Annual Report and Accounts 
168 Community Ownership in Scotland 2022 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-report-women-agriculture-taskforce/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/land-reform-net-zero-nation-consultation-paper/pages/1/
https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/downloads/5dd7d807b8768_Research-Review-Concentrated-ownership-final-20190320.pdf
https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/downloads/5dd7d807b8768_Research-Review-Concentrated-ownership-final-20190320.pdf
https://www.scottishlandandestates.co.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/The%20Contribution%20of%20Rural%20Estates%20to%20Scotland%27s%20Wellbeing%20Economy%20-%20Full%20Report.pdf
https://www.scottishlandandestates.co.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/The%20Contribution%20of%20Rural%20Estates%20to%20Scotland%27s%20Wellbeing%20Economy%20-%20Full%20Report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2021/10/results-scottish-agricultural-census-june-2021/documents/june-agricultural-census-2021/june-agricultural-census-2021/govscot%3Adocument/june-agricultural-census-2021.pdf
https://www.crofting.scotland.gov.uk/userfiles/file/annual_report_and_accounts/Crofting-Commission-Annual-Report-2023-24.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2023/10/community-ownership-in-scotland-2022/documents/community-ownership-in-scotland-2022---report/community-ownership-in-scotland-2022---report/govscot%3Adocument/Community%2BOwnership%2Bin%2BScotland%2B2022%2B-%2BReport.pdf
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contain 60% of community owned assets (456) and 98% of community owned land. 
A further 143 assets (19%) are in accessible rural areas, comprising just over 1% of 
the land area. 
 
  



P a g e  35 | 55 
 

Section 2 - The 2045 long term just transition 
outcomes 
 
In its response to the recommendations of the first Just Transition Commission’s 
report ‘A National Mission for a Fairer, Greener Scotland’, the Scottish Government 
proposed a National Just Transition Planning Framework, with an expectation that all 
planning activities, (whether that is for a sector, region or organisation), contribute to 
achieving a set of National Just Transition Outcomes: 
 

1. Citizens, communities and place: empowering and invigorating 
communities and strengthening local economies 

 
2. Jobs, skills and education: equipping people with the skills, education and 

retraining required; providing access to green, fair and high-value work 
 

3. Fair distribution of costs and benefits: address existing economic and 
social inequality by sharing the benefits of climate action widely, while 
ensuring that the costs are distributed on the basis of ability to pay 

 
4. Business and economy: supporting a strong, dynamic and productive 

economy, making Scotland a great place to do business 
 

5. Adaptation and resilience: identifying risks and planning for long-term 
resilience against climate risks 

 
6. Environmental protection and restoration: commit to act within our 

planetary boundaries while protecting and restoring our natural environment 
 

7. Decarbonisation and efficiencies: contribute to resource efficient and 
sustainable economic approaches that actively encourage decarbonisation, 
support low-carbon investment and infrastructure, and avoid carbon 'lock-in' 

 
8. Further equality and human rights implementation and preventing new 

inequalities from arising: for example, addressing fuel poverty and child 
poverty; furthering wider equality and human rights across protected 
characteristics 

 
From these eight National Just Transition Outcomes, four core themes have been 
identified that the Just Transition Plans for all sectors can work towards. Under each 
of these core themes we have developed a set of draft long-term outcomes that are 
focussed on the land use and agriculture sector, (as outlined in Section 2 of the 
consultation document, ‘The long term future’). It is these 16 sectoral outcomes for 
land use and agriculture that we would like you to consider for this consultation. 
 

Core JT theme: Jobs, skills and economy 
 
(JT national outcomes 2 & 4) - Scotland has a thriving net zero economy, enabling 
businesses to set up and grow sustainably. People are equipped with the skills and 
opportunities to access good, green jobs in a net zero economy. This economy 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2021/09/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/documents/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/govscot%3Adocument/transition-fairer-greener-scotland.pdf
https://www.justtransition.scot/publication/final-report-first-just-transition-commission/
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delivers a liveable world for people and planet, ensuring a thriving, biodiverse 
environment and fair work and full lives for people. 
 

Land use and agriculture draft sectoral outcomes for Jobs, Skills and 
Economy 

Scotland’s food production sector is productive and sustainable. Changes have been 
well managed, and it continues to play a big part towards Scotland’s economy, our 
Good Food Nation ambitions and Scotland’s global reputation. 

Land use and agriculture is open and accessible to all, and more local employment 
has benefited rural Scotland. 

Barriers to the rural economy, including affordable accommodation, transport, digital 
infrastructure, and skills have been addressed. 

Land use, agriculture and related areas provide good green sustainable jobs and 
people have access to training, knowledge and advice, allowing them and our 
natural environment to prosper. 

Scotland’s sustainable tourism and natural capital sector is thriving, bringing 
investment and direct benefits to local communities. 

 
 

Core JT theme: Environment and Adaptation 
 
(JT national outcomes 5 & 6) - Our environment must meet the needs of those living 
in and depending on it – this includes both our natural and built environment. Our 
spaces must be resilient to the impacts of climate change and restore our 
biodiversity. Spaces must provide those living or dependent on them with everything 
they need to live full and healthy lives as they support the transition. 
 

Land use and agriculture draft sectoral outcomes for Environment and 
Adaptation 

There is support for people to integrate nature-based solutions into their businesses, 
such as increased forest, woodland and hedgerow cover, peatland restoration, 
nature networks, and coastal ecosystem enhancements. 

Agriculture is sustainable and regenerative and contributes to our circular economy 
by reducing waste and pollution. 

Natural capital and nature-based solutions projects not only help meet climate 
change and biodiversity targets but deliver value and opportunities for local 
communities. 

 
 

Core JT theme: Communities and Place 
 
(JT national outcomes 1 & 7) - There should be accessible places for people to grow, 
investing in their environment and economy. Communities should be empowered to 
reach net zero in a way that meets their needs and builds on their unique local 
strengths in an equitable fashion as part of a just transition. 
 

Land use and agriculture draft sectoral outcomes for Communities and Place 
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Rural communities are revitalised through the growth of the green economy, 
including in food production, nature-based solutions and increased sustainable 
tourism. 

Rural communities have been recognised, valued and part of the transition, and 
have increased levels of participation in shaping how local resources and land are 
used. 

Rural communities can access high quality, affordable and accessible public 
services and facilities that positively enhance people’s lives. 

Community-led land management, community ownership and wealth-building 
ensures that wealth generated by Scotland’s natural assets is retained and 
redirected back into local communities. 

The transition to sustainable and regenerative agriculture has benefited our farmers, 
crofters, land managers and wider rural communities and supported the delivery of 
our Good Food Nation ambitions and Local Food strategies. 

 
 

Core JT theme: People and Equity 
 
(JT national outcomes 3 & 8) - People are able to enjoy basic rights, freedoms and 
quality of life and have access to necessities such as heat, food, housing, 
employment, childcare, and wider wellbeing. They are healthier, happier, and treated 
with respect and have access to full, varied opportunities that add value to their lives. 
Opportunities, wealth, and power are spread more equally; costs primarily fall to 
those who can bear them. 
 

Land use and agriculture draft sectoral outcomes for People and Equity 

Farmers and crofters are supported throughout the transition to net zero. They are 
empowered to make decisions about their future, with their wellbeing and mental 
health supported throughout. 

The transition to net zero supports efforts to reduce rural poverty and inequality, 
including inequalities associated with land ownership and governance. 

Improved health and wellbeing through access to good quality green and blue 
spaces and good quality, affordable, healthy, sustainably sourced food. 
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Section 3 - What we heard: insights from the 
people of Scotland 
 
During the summer of 2023, after initial co-development work with key stakeholders 
around the format and broad content of the LAJTP, we conducted a series of in-
person and online workshops with a wide range of people from across Scotland. The 
aim was to help identify the barriers and opportunities that people face in their daily 
lives, relevant to achieving a just transition for land use and agriculture. The insights 
shared with us have helped to identify key themes that are of most immediate 
concern to those who will be impacted by the changes that are likely to accompany 
the journey to Net Zero. 
 
For each and every person, a just transition meant something slightly different 
depending upon their lives and aspirations. Interpretation of the feedback is 
therefore, to a degree, subjective and many of the insights received are relevant to 
more than one policy area. 
 
It was clear at a very early stage that a priority for everyone was to focus on the 
approach that the Government, (and other organisations with a role to play in the 
Net Zero journey), should take if a Just Transition is to be achieved. There were 
seven key areas that people felt required greater emphasis right from the start: 
education, collaboration, communication, innovation, equity, value and respect and 
local focus. The feedback suggested people wanted to be empowered and better 
equipped to make their own contribution to tackling climate change. 
 
As the workshops continued, additional themes became apparent. These tended to 
reflect stakeholders’ specific interests and illustrated the practical issues that will 
need to be tackled if we are to reach Net Zero. This indicated that, having 
empowered people to act, addressing the practical issues would provide them with 
the tools that would enable them to take that action. 
 
For this consultation, we have focussed on the seven key themes identified as 
priority areas for attention, the themes that outline the approach to achieving a Just 
transition. However, the insights that helped identify these were initially collected 
during discussions focussed around the four core Just Transition areas, (as outlined 
earlier in section 2), namely: Jobs, skills and economy; Environment and adaptation; 
Communities and place; and People and equity. Here we provide a more extensive 
narrative of what we heard during those discussions but structured around those 
four core areas. 
 
We would like to remind the reader that the views summarised below have been 
collected during discussions with stakeholders and are not the policy positions or 
views of the Scottish Government. 
 

Jobs, skills and economy 
 

Views on education 
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The public need to understand the value of food and how it gets from the farm to 
their forks. They also need to be aware of how interconnected rural activities are and 
how farming and land use impacts upon the wider environment. Without this broad 
understanding, it will be harder to change peoples’ behaviour or help them 
appreciate what public money is being provided for and why that is good. 
 
This applies to all ages, from early years onwards. We must all be made aware of 
the part we play in achieving net zero and that it is a process that will span many 
years and many generations. It is important that what is taught is appropriate for the 
locality. 
 
The role of educator falls to many, from parents and teachers to those with first-hand 
experience such as farmers, advisors and major food retailers. There is perhaps also 
a role for children, to encourage their parents and friends to ‘do their bit’. 
 
‘Peer-to-peer’ teaching is considered to be most effective, particularly amongst the 
farmers and land users who need to make changes ‘on the ground’. Additionally, 
there is a need for improved access to remote learning, backed up with locally 
available practical teaching. 
 
The subject matter needs to be broad: from land-based skills to cooking with 
seasonal food; from understanding rights and responsibilities to development of 
interpersonal and collaboration skills. Education extends to knowledge transfer and 
advice, so that those employed in the sector are better informed and continue to 
develop their personal skills. It includes careers advice, to encourage people, 
(especially the young), to take up environmental and rural based work. 
 
There is a need to counter the rise of inaccurate and negative information that 
appears to be especially prevalent across social media. Barriers to providing a 
comprehensive education service should be identified and removed. 

 
 

Views on jobs and skills 
 
There are already challenging labour shortages across agriculture and other land 
uses, of both skilled and temporary/seasonal workers, which is restricting business 
expansion and diversification. This is compounded by the considerable burden of 
paperwork that comes with managing employees. 
 
The apparent lack of interest in rural careers is thought to be attributed to factors 
such as low wages, poor working conditions, perceptions of the value of rural work, 
housing availability, childcare provision, the seasonal nature of many jobs and 
accessibility to a variety of work suitable for men and women of different abilities. 
 
There should be more apprenticeships for young people in rural based industries 
and schools and colleges should focus more on teaching skills suitable for rural 
activities, to meet both current needs and the new jobs that will be essential for the 
transition to net zero. 
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When developing training, do not forget to continue to share the traditional skills that 
already contribute to positive environmental outcomes. Retain local knowledge and 
make use of the valuable experience that exists. Be mindful that it takes time to 
establish training courses and content so get prepared now for future demand. 
Remember also that the pace of change required will mean that older workers will 
need suitable training to adapt to new roles. 
 
A diversity of skills will be required to reach net zero, some of which appear to be 
lacking at present in Scotland. Technology will be important, as will skills applicable 
to tackling the nature crisis. However, existing skills should be expanded, such as in 
deer management, horticulture and making the most of seasonal food. 

 
 

Views on economy 
 
Tourism is a high value sector of the Scottish economy but one that has a major 
impact on the environment. These competing needs must be balanced, perhaps via 
a new tourism strategy. 
 
Renewable energy production is suited to rural areas but there are growing concerns 
about negative impacts to the environment and to communities. Investigate 
opportunities beyond large scale wind farms for renewable energy, such as smaller 
turbines for local energy grids, micro hydro schemes, solar and community heating 
systems. Large scale developments should be closer to the point of demand. A 
greater share of profits should come to the community that is impacted by the 
presence of renewable energy projects to offset the loss of amenity. 
 
Innovative technologies in a rural setting can produce a step-change in how we 
reach net zero, with suggestions including green hydrogen production, agrivoltaics, 
automated food processing, methane capture, AI and GIS, and regenerative 
agriculture. However, more innovative use of current rural outputs is also an option, 
such as increasing consumption of venison and making more use of wool. 
 
If these ‘green’ technologies are to produce real ‘net zero’ dividends, there will need 
to be an increase in highly qualified engineers and technicians. Ideally, they would 
live in the rural areas where they work, helping to sustain viable communities. 
 
Further research is required into the socioeconomics of rural living and into the 
options available for carbon capture. The likely future impacts of climate change 
should be investigated to identify new opportunities such as alternative crop 
production. However, much good work is already being done - we should be making 
better use of existing land use data to help with strategic planning and build upon 
current carbon capture calculators to develop one ‘whole system’ version. 
 
Lack of financial profitability limits the appetite and capacity for change, but this 
could be less of a challenge if Scotland is really looking to shift priorities and become 
a place-based, wellbeing economy. 

 
 

Environment and adaptation 
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Views about using Scotland’s natural capital 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly the environment and adaptation theme focussed in on the 
practicalities and specifics of utilising Scotland’s land, in particular the core activities 
of farming, forestry and peatland management but also the provision of ecosystem 
services and the benefits of nature. 
 
Agricultural practices should become more varied and diverse, with more tree 
planting and use of livestock to improve biodiversity. This should be balanced with 
making the best use of productive land for food production. Crofting and smallholding 
illustrate how diversity can have environmental benefits. Unproductive land should 
be identified and utilised for appropriate purposes, for example community housing. 
Strategies for land use need to be interconnected to ensure land is used for 
maximum benefit. Land reform is required. Land should be sub-divided into smaller 
areas to enable more diverse land uses. 
 
Support for agriculture needs to be reviewed: land classification is a barrier to 
integrated land management; area-based payments are an outdated way to 
distribute financial support; agri-environment schemes tend to favour the larger 
holdings; and the Agriculture Wages Board is no longer relevant in light of new 
employment legislation. There is an urgent need to improve the integrity and 
regulation of carbon trading to deny carbon emitting companies an easy route to 
offload their own responsibilities without any benefit accruing to the local 
communities or the agriculture sector. 
 
It is challenging to recruit staff with the necessary skills and motivation to work on the 
land. Indeed, there will be a need to ensure farmers and land managers themselves 
have access to the knowledge and training they will require to adapt to new 
practices. 
 
Farmers are dealing with a different mix of opportunities and challenges. 
Opportunities include the support to carry out soil and carbon audits and the 
potential for growing new crops due to changes in climate. Challenges include a 
growing administrative burden, higher costs for farming on the islands and 
uncertainty about future support that prevents farmers from planning ahead. 
Planning regulations need to change to reflect changes in farming practices. Tenant 
farmers are not incentivised to adopt environmentally beneficial practices as support 
funding tends to accrue to the landowners. Farm diversification may not necessarily 
be an option for everyone. 
 
Crofts and smallholdings are undervalued. These traditional practices provide 
diversity, support nature and help climate change whilst producing food for 
themselves and others. A significant amount of crofting land is held in common 
grazing that could offer additional benefits if managed differently. It has been 
suggested that future agriculture support needs to include land management options 
that are appropriate for smallholdings and crofts. 
 
However, it is recognised that many crofts are not productive and action should be 
taken to utilise these. Additionally, crofting regulation needs to be more effective. 
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With regards forestry, commercial scale coniferous planting brings many negative 
outcomes, including issues around biodiversity, disease and visual scarring. 
Alternative options should be considered: neglected woodland should be brought 
back under effective management; community woodland projects should be 
supported; agroforestry should be encouraged on farms and local tree nurseries 
established. There is a need for more diverse tree planting, particularly of broadleaf 
and native species, and a change to forestry practices such as continuous cover 
cropping. 
 
Peatland restoration needs to be prioritised. Due to its environmental value there is 
no justification for further peat extraction, and there should be a review of peatland 
carbon offsetting. 
 
Thinking about nature and biodiversity, it was felt that meaningful habitat 
management requires large areas of land. However, traditional farming and crofting 
practices were considered complimentary with biodiversity and nature restoration, 
and it was felt that more could be done on farming land for their benefit. Similarly, re-
wilding brings benefits, but this should be balanced with other land uses such as 
carefully managed livestock grazing. There are concerns about the management of 
deer and the impact this will have on land use if not addressed. 
 
The public needs to be aware of the multiple benefits that are provided by the natural 
environment, particularly in the form of ecosystem services. Agriculture also has a 
role to play here but it will need to work with organisations such as SEPA to align 
with regulations. 
 
Finally, the marine and freshwater environments should not be overlooked as these 
are connected with the landscape. Land users need to show care and respect in 
coastal and river areas.  Aquaculture contributes significantly to the local community 
and there are opportunities for the use of by-products within a circular economy. 

 
 

Views on food security 
 
Support is required to assist farmers to supply directly to local markets. This is 
particularly important for smaller producers who need an easier route to market if 
they are to compete with the big retailers. It was suggested that supermarket buyers 
should have greater freedom to buy local produce for local stores. This could also be 
encouraged through greater public procurement of locally produced food for public 
services. 
 
The control and influence that the big supermarket chains have over farmers was a 
concern; the entire food system needs to be fair for all, from farmer to consumer. 
Trade deals negotiated with other countries are driving prices down and impacting 
upon the profitability of Scottish farming. Options to diversify are limited by the 
supply of cheaper products from the global market. 
 
Picking up again on the education theme, people should recognise that ‘good food is 
not cheap food’. Consumers should be aware that it is a challenge for Scotland’s 
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farmers to supply reasonably priced food that is of good quality and meets high 
standards of welfare whilst making a commercial profit. Increased community food 
production should be encouraged and incentivised, to improve the availability of local 
produce and encourage better land stewardship. 
 
It is essential to reduce levels of waste. Many consumers are ‘hooked’ on 
convenience food and processed products, whilst many others are restricted in their 
choices by home finances. If we are to achieve true food security, consumer 
behaviour needs to change. Likewise, the food supply chain should itself be as 
‘green’ as possible, with investment in new distribution methods given as an example 
of an area for action. 
 
It was suggested there could be merit in appointing an ombudsman to regulate 
supermarkets’ control of food supply. 
 
Food supply is impacted by other demands placed upon productive land, for 
example barley for the whisky industry. 

 
 

Community and place 
 

Views about local focus 
 
It is important that people who have the knowledge and understand the locality are 
involved in the decision-making process from an early stage. However, they need 
support to do this. Currently it appears it is the landowners who have the power to 
make decisions, without due consideration for the rest of the community. 
 
National policy can limit flexibility as it does not take into account subtle variations 
between different localities. These differences also place limitations on what climate 
change mitigations can be implemented from place to place. It is important to be 
clear on what the most effective action is for each location and implement ‘the right 
thing in the right place’. 
 
Commercial interests appear to take priority over community interests and take most 
of the profits without making a meaningful contribution. Some benefit should remain 
in the local community. Small businesses should be valued for the contribution they 
make. 
 
It can be challenging to maintain viable communities in rural areas. A lack of skilled 
tradespeople holds back diversification and adaptation. Young people leave for 
higher education. A shortage of affordable housing and the growth in the number of 
second homes makes it hard for people to remain in the area. Depopulation and 
changing demographics have led to concerns that there won’t be sufficient people in 
the rural areas to do what has to be done to reach net zero. 
 
Producing food locally, for local consumption, is considered deserving of greater 
attention and support. In addition to the environmental benefits, small producers will 
have increased market opportunities and consumers can access healthy produce at 
lower cost. Foraging is also seen as an environmentally friendly source of food for 
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local consumption. Production could be encouraged by public procurement for 
services in the local vicinity. 
 
At a local level, key individuals can exert a disproportionate amount of influence. It is 
important that everyone should be supported to have their say. Conversely, it was 
suggested that within government, decision making involves too many people 
resulting in a lack of, or poorly enacted, action. Faster decision making is needed, to 
minimise problems and enable positive change. 
 
Centralisation of services is removing agency from smaller, rural communities. This 
could be changed by giving community councils greater powers and the community 
greater access to discretionary funds. Be aware that community engagement can be 
impacted by political influences; it should have a cross-government agenda. 

 
 

Views on infrastructure 
 
The lower population density and extensive geographical area limit the commercial 
viability of infrastructure in rural areas and yet it is an essential component for the 
successful functioning of communities. Issues around infrastructure were frequently 
raised during our community engagement. 
 
The major problem for producers of food is the lack of local abattoirs, local auction 
marts and processing facilities. This needs to be addressed if Scotland is to make 
better use of its agricultural land and keep rural communities viable. 
 
For forestry, there is a need for more locally based sawmills and processing facilities, 
especially if we wish to reduce haulage volumes. 
 
Housing was identified as being absolutely key to ensuring the viability of rural areas. 
There are many issues to resolve, around availability, affordability, suitability, quality 
and diversity. If these are not addressed rural de-population will continue, and the 
people needed to support future land use change will be unable to find homes. 
Innovative ways to finance housing were proposed, such as ‘pay what you can 
afford’ schemes and community house building projects. One interesting suggestion 
was to give greater consideration to the provision of adequately sized gardens to 
support the production of more home-grown food. 
 
A shortage of workspaces for rural businesses is limiting diversification and 
expansion. Many people have to work from their homes, raising concerns that this is 
not only restricting rural development now, but it may limit the scale and range of 
future activities that can be done to respond to climate change. 
 
Improved digital connectivity has the potential to allow people to work from home 
and run their businesses effectively, and to access essential services and partake in 
wider engagement and decision making. 
 
Energy networks could be improved for the benefit of local communities. Rural 
customers have high access costs compounded by high usage requirements in the 
winter months, yet energy produced in their locality is exported directly into the 



P a g e  45 | 55 
 

national grid. Other infrastructure challenges were identified: mains water and 
sewerage; three phase electricity; transport, (road, rail and ferry, private and public); 
recycling facilities and waste disposal. It is hoped new technology could provide 
solutions to these challenges. 

 
 

Wider considerations 
 
There are broader issues to keep in mind if we are to achieve a just transition. For 
instance: existing good practice should be recognised through appropriate support 
and subsidies; lack of certainty about the future is preventing new entrants from 
taking on farming; change takes time, particularly the cultural and behavioural 
change that is required; beware of unintended consequences; and encourage 
balance in all that is done, particularly between nature and agriculture. 
 
Recognise the diversity that already exists in Scotland, (geographic, social, etc.), but 
also the value of creating wider diversity to ensure resilience in the future. Dealing 
with land use change alone misses the point; everything is interconnected, 
necessitating a whole system approach. There is also an international context to 
Scotland’s journey to net zero that should not be overlooked. 
 
The answer to our climate change and nature problems is basically a reduction in 
everything we consume. We should be wary of vested interests with disproportionate 
lobbying power, and the dangers of malicious ‘fake’ information. Benefits are often 
valued in financial terms, but profit should not be the driver for change; wellbeing, 
health, nature, sustainability and resilience should be some of the values to aim for. 
Change is needed and it is needed urgently; we cannot afford to be complacent. 

 
 

People and equity 
 

Views on working together 
 
One of the most often repeated comments heard throughout our engagement was 
the need for effective communication, to ensure the scale of the challenge ahead is 
fully understood. This includes communicating what needs to be done so that people 
understand their role, and how it can be done so that people can take appropriate 
action. Communication needs to be clear, open and far reaching. It is a two-way 
process and should allow for feedback. 
 
Extensive engagement is essential. People need and want to be included in the 
planning and preparation of the journey to net zero. This should be continuous, and 
support is required to empower people to be involved. 
 
Collaboration is equally important, at all levels, even between groups that have 
traditionally taken opposing positions. Farmers for example, and landowners to a 
lesser degree, have concerns they are seen as separate from the wider community 
when, in reality, they are very much part of it. There were requests to avoid 
politicising rural issues but to identify the best outcomes and work together to 
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achieve them. Getting to net zero requires everyone to work together. Regional Land 
Use Partnerships (RLUPs) were often identified as a good example of how effective 
collaboration could be facilitated. 
 
Networks must be established across different sectors as well as within, if they are to 
be effective. This could well require some creative approaches, the merging of many 
organisational ‘visions’ into one common purpose, and less complacency from 
everyone. The combined will of the people as it stands now is not sufficient for the 
task in hand! 
 
The scale and pace of change to achieve net zero requires a new approach to policy 
making. There are too many people involved in the decision-making process, too far 
removed from the issues and lacking sufficient knowledge of the detail. Policy needs 
to be flexible to reflect the diversity within Scotland. It was suggested that amending 
existing policies is more effective than developing new ones. 
 
Regulation can be a burden and unnecessarily complicated for many rural situations, 
and many people thought it could be simplified. That said, there was also a 
recognition that legislation and enforcement have a definite place in ensuring actions 
for climate change and nature are enacted. It is important to achieve the right 
balance. 

 
 

Views on equity, value and respect 
 
There is concern that a disproportionate share of profits from natural resources leave 
the area where they are generated and that the benefits are not fairly distributed 
within the community. Some geographical areas are home to just one dominant type 
of land use, the imbalance resulting in bland landscapes and potentially the loss of 
the resilience that comes with diversity. 
 
Meeting the challenge of climate change involves greater risk which smaller 
businesses are unwilling or unable to take on. These risks should be shared by 
government and wider society. Uncertainty holds back change; farmers and other 
land users need clarity about the future to give them the confidence to take action. 
 
Much of the burden of achieving net zero will fall to the more sparsely populated 
rural areas. It is important to build capacity within communities and provide support 
where appropriate. Where communities take on ownership of natural assets, 
revenue funding should be included with the capital to support initial project 
management costs. It is felt there are certain fiscal interventions that could be used 
to ‘level up’ across Scotland. Even modest amounts of funding can be the catalyst 
for greater community action. 
 
Living in rural areas brings challenges. Capacity to act is restricted by limited 
infrastructure and poor access to land, housing and jobs, something felt more 
acutely by younger people. Rural residents are faced with higher costs for many 
essentials such as food, energy and transport. Respect those challenges and have 
realistic expectations. 
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There is potential for conflict between outside organisations and smaller community 
groups and individuals, where change can have a disproportionate impact on the 
latter. There should be greater community input throughout the decision-making 
process to alleviate this, especially around land use issues. 
 
Much rural activity uses traditional practices that are good for the environment, and 
this should be recognised. Rural and island communities take great pride in their 
ability to be self-sufficient and these skills could be expanded as part of the actions 
to get to net zero. There should also be recognition of the contribution the more 
pioneering landowners and managers have already made through taking the lead on 
climate change and nature restoration actions. 
 
Regulation can have both positive and negative impacts on equity, the effects often 
more keenly felt by the people who lack the resources, time or skills to respond. 

 
 

Views about health and wellbeing 
 
There was little variation in the comments made around health and wellbeing, both 
mental and physical, but it was an emotive subject for most people. Stakeholders felt 
that significant benefits can be achieved for people by: 
• Working on the land; 
• Spending time in the natural environment; 
• Being engaged in community activities; 
• Having access to healthy food. 
 
It is essential to appreciate the pressures people face through living and working in 
isolated areas, often made more extreme by having to work long hours for low 
wages. The very nature of change itself, and the fear of it, can have an impact on 
health and wellbeing; keep this in mind when making the transition to Net Zero. 
 
Resilience, of both individuals and communities, is considered important in achieving 
long term sustainability. It was suggested that diversity was an important element to 
build resilience. Also, community projects enabled the sharing of benefits and helped 
people learn how to cope with change. In a rural setting, engaging with people who 
are suffering with mental health and wellbeing issues is challenging. 

 
 

Additional perspectives 
 
Further insight was collected during a series of bespoke events held to try and 
ensure there were as few gaps as possible in stakeholder involvement. Much of the 
discussion mirrored what had been said during the earlier community workshops but 
these sessions did provide some interesting variations to the themes that reflected 
the different experiences and aspirations of these additional stakeholder groups. 
 

Views around rural mental heath 
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In addition to educating people about the direct benefits that come from our use of 
land, there also needs to be greater awareness of the indirect benefits. In particular, 
employment on the land and living with nature can contribute to physical and mental 
health, a sense of wellbeing and a sense of community. Urban dwellers also benefit 
through access to both green and blue spaces. 
 
As new, ‘green’ jobs are created, they should be seen as an opportunity to do more 
than just provide an income and economic benefit. Provided there are realistic 
expectations around workloads, conditions and capacity, there is potential to provide 
long term stability for individuals and communities alike. Year-round work would be 
more beneficial than seasonal employment, offering security and peace of mind. 
 
In the same way a Just Transition is an intrinsic part of all policy making, the benefits 
for mental health should likewise be embedded within the Just Transition. Mental 
health should be discussed more openly and not stigmatised as it often is. Impacts 
on mental health need to be considered equally alongside commercial interests, 
suggesting that, like natural capital, it should be valued differently than it perhaps 
currently is. 
 
Those who work the land are often more practically minded so ensure that solutions 
to problems are practical ones. Often rural residents can be reticent about speaking 
up, so reach out and encourage them to give their views by showing respect and 
listening carefully. 
 
There is a disconnect between ‘planning’ and ‘community’. Planners may prefer new 
housing to be alongside existing conurbations, but people often want to remain in 
their own community with family and friends, especially in more sparsely populated 
areas, or simply because they prefer the relative isolation. 
 
‘Social farming’ initiatives have been proven to improve the general happiness of 
people with serious mental health issues. This is supported by the NHS and should 
be subject to specific Scottish Government policy. 
 
Community ownership is often seen to provide ‘work’ when in reality it can be under-
resourced and heavily dependent upon a small number of volunteers sharing a 
heavy workload. It may not be a sustainable option, particularly for volunteers’ 
mental health and wellbeing. 
 
Inequalities are increasing as we are not responding quickly enough to the issues 
that are arising from our actions to tackle the climate and nature crises. 

 
 

Views from younger people 
 
Focussing on education was a high priority for younger stakeholders, perhaps 
because many had recently completed their studies or were still at college or 
university. They emphasised the importance of engaging with children from as early 
an age as possible. Experiencing the natural environment first hand, visiting farms, 
and understanding where food comes from were given as examples, recognising the 



P a g e  49 | 55 
 

fact that not only are children the land managers of the future they are also the next 
generation of consumers. 
 
There was also recognition of the value of land-based learning, with apprenticeships 
seen as offering experiences that classroom-based study simply could not provide, 
and an effective way to produce competent and motivated people. Tackling climate 
change is a long-term challenge and this is an area that requires significant 
investment, with the food industry identified as needing to make more of a 
contribution. 
 
Pay and working conditions, including health and safety, were uppermost in their 
minds, illustrating that these are extremely important if young people are going to be 
attracted to the sector as a long-term career choice. There is anxiety about 
‘greenwashing’ pushing land prices higher, reducing the availability of farms for new 
entrants and other opportunities for careers in agriculture. Retiring or disillusioned 
farmers are tempted to take the 'easy pound' that comes from inflated prices for land 
for trees, and large profitable farms have the means to acquire additional land 
despite high prices. 
 
Younger people felt there was a need for training around interpersonal skills, so that 
land managers could manage people effectively. An example provided was of family 
members ‘managing’ other family members, where the working relationships are 
more complex. Another was where jobs on a farm are given to family members who 
don’t necessarily have the right people skills or experience to manage external 
workers properly. One stakeholder highlighted that sometimes people brought up on 
farms think they have the skills, experience and knowledge to farm effectively when 
in reality they have inherited outdated approaches and bad habits; they’re unlikely to 
take up training as they’re not aware they could be doing things differently. Perhaps 
these views demonstrate some of the frustrations inherent within the agricultural 
sector? There was, however, recognition of the value of practical skills and 
knowledge about the locality that have been learnt over time and passed down 
between generations. 
 
There were concerns that the media seemed to be painting a very negative picture of 
the agricultural sector, one that was not justified. It seemed particularly unfair that the 
positive aspects of farming were not being talked about: 
 
"Every time you see something about agriculture coming on the news, you jump 
behind the sofa because you're just having to brace yourself against what's going to 
come out, what they're going to say". 
 
Young people were very supportive of taking a collaborative approach to our climate 
and nature actions, recognising that whilst large holdings can facilitate larger projects 
at scale, it is also possible for a diverse range of smaller holdings to do likewise, 
perhaps if financial support was organised differently. 
 
These stakeholders took a nuanced approach to equity and equality, agreeing 
wholeheartedly about the need to support minority groupings but pointing out the 
need to be careful not to discriminate unintentionally. Remember there will be people 
within the mainstream majorities who also face challenges and need support, and 
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take care not to treat women as ‘token farmers’ when they are definitely there on 
merit. From a diversity perspective, we should not be looking simply at gender and 
ethnicity. What about cognitive diversity and how that can bring fresh perspectives 
and diverse ideas from other industries, helping to look at farming and land use in 
different ways. 

 
 

Views from women in agriculture 
 
Provision of childcare is definitely a barrier for many people in rural areas. Although 
not without its challenges, farming is one career where it is possible to raise children 
whist still playing a valuable role in running the business. 
 
There was a strong sense of optimism around the contribution agriculture can make 
to climate change and nature restoration. If done properly, agriculture can provide 
top quality food, environmental benefits and resilience against future issues such as 
drought. 
 
It can be hard finding the opportunities to learn if you have come into farming having 
completed another course of education and do not have an agricultural background. 
 
Agriculture is a very significant contributor to the viability of rural areas, from the 
economic benefits that the business generates to the contribution the farming family 
brings to the community, whether that is from supporting the local school, playing an 
active role in social events, or helping out when flooding or heavy snowfalls cause 
problems for local residents. 
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Key terms 
 
The following key terms have been taken from a variety of different sources, (and 
attributed where appropriate). They are provided simply to add some clarity to the 
consultation documents and are not necessarily formal definitions as adopted by the 
Scottish Government. 
 

• Adaptation – a process of on-going adjustments in response to observed and 
projected climate change impacts. This includes being prepared for increasing 
risks posed by climate change hazards, and identifying new opportunities our 
changing climate may bring. (Adaptation Scotland) 

• Agri-tourism - a tourism or leisure activity on a working farm, croft or estate 
which produces food. 

• Aquaculture - the breeding, growing, and harvesting of plants and animals in 
water. It can take place in natural water bodies such as ponds, lakes, and the 
ocean. Tanks, commonly found in fish hatcheries, are also used. Aquaculture 
production in Scotland includes salmon, trout, mussels, and other shellfish. 

• Biodiversity - the variety of life on earth in all its forms, essential for sustaining 
the ecosystems that provide us with food, fuel, health, wealth, and other vital 
services. 

• Carbon audit - a carbon audit is often referred to as a resource efficiency 
calculator. By measuring inputs such as fertiliser, animal feed or fuel for 
machinery, businesses can identify ways to lower emissions whilst improving 
efficiency and profitability. (Adapted from SRUC) 

• Carbon credits - a permit which allows a country or organisation to produce a 
certain amount of carbon emissions, and which can be traded if the full allowance 
is not used. 

• Carbon footprint - a measurement of the total greenhouse gases (GHGs) 
produced directly or indirectly by an organisation, person, product or service. 
(Scottish Enterprise) 

• Carbon offsetting - the action or process of compensating for carbon dioxide 
emissions arising from industrial or human activity, by participating in schemes 
designed to make equivalent reductions of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. 

• Carbon sink – a natural or artificial reservoir that collects and stores carbon for 
an indefinite period, such as forests, oceans, or soil. 

• Circular economy - a circular economy is one that is designed to reduce the 
demand for raw material in products and encourage reuse, repair and 
manufacture by designing products and materials to last as long as possible, in 
line with the waste hierarchy. 

• Climate adaptation – changes in processes, practices and structures to 
moderate potential damages or to benefit from opportunities associated with 
climate change. (UNFCC) 

• Climate change - a long-term change in the earth’s climate. This can be 
accelerated by human activity, e.g. by releasing CO2 into the atmosphere. 

• Climate resilience – the ability to anticipate, prepare for, and respond to 
hazardous events, trends, or disturbances related to climate. 

• Co-design - co-design relies on an inclusive and participative engagement 
process that empowers specific groups and people in society, to directly influence 
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policy decisions and actions. The aim is to ensure that plans reflect their needs 
and circumstances, and the barriers they face. 

• Co-development – the process of developing something new together with one 
or more other people or organisations 

• Community body - a community organisation whose constitution or articles of 
association are compliant with the requirements of the Land Reform (Scotland) 
Act 2003. 

• Community ownership - when a community buys land, buildings or other assets 
in the place where they live. It’s a process that can revitalise a community, 
ensure that any profits stay in the local area and allows the community to decide 
what they want to see happen locally. (Adapted from Community Land Scotland) 

• Community Wealth Building - a people-centred approach to local economic 
development, which redirects wealth back into the local economy and places 
control and benefits into the hands of local people. 

• Croft - a small unit of land traditionally situated in the former crofting counties 
which are located in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. 

• Crofter - normally the tenant of a croft, paying rent to the landlord of the croft. 
Rent is paid for the land only as any house, agricultural building, fence etc is 
provided by, and owned by the crofter. A crofter may also own the croft, as 
owner-occupier crofter, and although owned the land remains in crofting tenure. 

• Diversity – diversity is recognising, respecting and celebrating each other's 
differences. A diverse environment is one with a wide range of backgrounds and 
mindsets. (The Land Use for Net Zero Hub) 

• Ecosystem services – the benefits humans obtain from ecosystems, including 
provisioning services like food and water, regulating services like climate control, 
supporting services like nutrient cycling, and cultural services like recreation. 
(The Land Use for Net Zero Hub) 

• Empowered - make (someone) stronger and more confident, especially in 
controlling their life and claiming their rights. (Oxford Languages) 

• Equality - means treating people fairly and giving people the same choices and 
chances. 

• Equity – recognises that each person has different circumstances and allocates 
the exact resources and opportunities needed to reach an equal outcome. (The 
Land Use for Net Zero Hub) 

• Framework – a system of rules, ideas, or beliefs that is used to plan or decide 
something. (Cambridge Business English Dictionary) 

• Fuel poverty – once a household has paid for its housing, it is in fuel poverty if a) 
it needs more than 10% of its remaining income to pay for its energy needs, and 
b) if after paying for its energy the household is left in poverty (as defined by the 
Minimum Income Standard). (Fuel Poverty Scotland) 

• Governance - the way that organisations or countries are managed at the 
highest level, and the systems for doing this. (Cambridge English Dictionary) 

• Green economy – an economy that results in improved human well-being and 
social equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological 
scarcities. In its simplest expression, a Green Economy can be considered as 
one that is low in carbon, resource efficient and socially inclusive. (UNEP) 

• Green jobs – in the wider sense, ‘green jobs’ are those that, as a consequence 
of Scotland’s move to achieve net zero, are new or emerging, subject to 
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significant changes in work and worker requirements or increasing in demand. 
(Adapted from Skills Development Scotland) 

• Greenhouse gases – gases which absorb infrared radiation emitted from the 
surface of the Earth, helping to retain a portion of that energy in the atmosphere 
as heat, (carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide). 

• Gross value added - Gross Value Added (GVA) measures the contribution to 
the economy of each individual producer, industry or sector. Simplistically, it is 
the value of the amount of goods and services that have been produced, less the 
cost of all inputs and raw materials that are directly attributable to that production. 

• Integrated - when many different parts are closely connected and work 
successfully together. (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary) 

• Just Transition Commission – an independent commission, supported by a 
Scottish Government secretariat, that provides independent scrutiny and advice 
on how to put justice at the heart of climate action in Scotland. 

• Land based skills - the term ‘land based’ traditionally relates to farming and 
industries connected to the land and environment, including horticulture, food 
production, forestry, conservation, landscaping, fisheries management, animal 
care, game and wildlife management and equine (horses). (Adapted from 
LANTRA and NLBC) 

• Land use - term used to describe the human use of land. It represents the 
economic and cultural activities (e.g., agricultural, residential, industrial, mining, 
and recreational uses) that are practised at a given place. (The Land Use for Net 
Zero Hub) 

• Landholding - an area of land that is owned or held by a person or organisation. 

• Mitigate – to make (something bad) less severe, serious, or painful. 

• Monitoring and evaluation – monitoring is the ongoing process of regularly 
collecting and analysing relevant information to make sure you are doing what 
you set out to do. Evaluation is when you assess whether what you have been 
doing is really making the difference that you intended it to. (SCVO) 

• Natural capital - the renewable and non-renewable stocks of natural assets, 
including geology, soil, air, water and plants and animals that combine to yield a 
flow of benefits to people. 

• Nature-based solutions – actions to protect, sustainably manage and restore 
natural and modified ecosystems in ways that address societal challenges 
effectively and adaptively, to provide both human well-being and biodiversity 
benefits. (IUCN, 2016) 

• Nature network - connects nature-rich sites, restoration areas, and other 
environmental projects through a series of areas of suitable habitat, habitat 
corridors and stepping-stones. As well as supporting regional and national 
approaches to protect and restore nature, they provide local benefits to wildlife 
and people. (NatureScot/NàdarAlba) 

• Nature positive - means reversing the downward curve of biodiversity loss so 
that levels of biodiversity are once again increasing. 

• Nature restoration - assisting in the recovery of ecosystems that have been 
degraded or destroyed, as well as conserving the ecosystems that are still intact. 
(International Standard for Ecological Restoration) 

• Net zero - the balance between the amount of greenhouse gas produced and the 
amount removed from the atmosphere. We reach net zero when the amount we 
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add is no more than the amount taken away. This can also be referred to as 
carbon neutral. 

• Participatory – a participatory approach means that the person in charge of 
solving a problem or designing an innovation involves people who are directly 
concerned by the result of their work. (The Land Use for Net Zero Hub) 

• Peatland – wetland areas with a thick, water-logged organic soil layer (peat) 
composed mainly of dead and decaying plant material, which store large 
amounts of carbon. (The Land Use for Net Zero Hub) 

• Peatlands (healthy) - have lower greenhouse gas emissions and absorb carbon 
at a higher rate than peatlands in poor condition. They provide many additional 
benefits including wildlife habitat, absorbing pollutants, reducing the carbon 
content in water and regulating run-off and base flows in upland streams. 
Conversely, degraded peatland can emit CO2 and other greenhouse gases and 
contribute to climate change. (Adapted from NatureScot and Natural Resources 
Wales) 

• Peer-to-peer learning - a mutual learning and training strategy that involves 
participants of the same level engaging in collaborative learning. At its simplest, it 
is when one or more learners teach other learners. 

• Planetary boundaries - the nine Planetary Boundaries were first proposed by 
Johan Rockström and a group of 28 internationally renowned scientists in 2009. 
The Planetary Boundaries are the safe limits for human pressure on nine critical 
processes which together maintain a stable and resilient Earth. These are: 
biosphere integrity; climate change; land-system change; freshwater change; 
nutrient cycles; ocean acidification; aerosol pollution; ozone; and 'novel entities' 
(which includes pollutants like plastic). (Stockholm Resilience Centre) 

• Regenerative agriculture – regenerative agriculture is a collection of farming 
practices. These focus on renewing and conserving soils, landscapes and 
ecosystems. Supporting nature and social justice in rural communities alongside 
agricultural outputs. It draws upon decades of scientific and applied research on 
agriculture and ecology. Key practices include minimising soil disturbance, and 
maximising crop diversity. Another approach is to integrate livestock and arable 
farming more closely. The goals of regenerative agriculture include: 

• improving animal welfare 

• increasing climate-resilience of production 

• capturing carbon in soils and vegetation 

• enhancing water quality and supply in the landscape 

• supporting thriving biodiversity and ecosystem health 

• Renewable Energy - energy from a source that is not depleted when used, such 
as wind or solar power. 

• Reskilling/upskilling - the process of learning new skills so you can do a 
different job, or of training people to do a different job. (Cambridge Business 
English Dictionary) 

• Revenue funding vs capital funding - revenue funding is money spent by 
business entities to maintain their everyday operations and can be used, for 
example, to put on events, performances and activities, pay for the running costs 
of an organisation or pay for trips and excursions. Capital funding is money spent 
by an organisation to acquire assets or to improve the quality of existing ones 
and is usually incurred for the long term. 
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• Stakeholders - those with an interest in an issue, e.g. investors, policy makers, 
businesses, employees, local communities, individuals, customers, and suppliers. 
(The Land Use for Net Zero Hub) 

• Sustainable – a ‘sustainable’ plan, method, or system is designed to continue at 
the same rate or level of activity without any problems. When talking about 
environmental issues, ‘sustainable’ describes the use of natural resources when 
this use is kept at a steady level that is not likely to damage the environment. 
(Collins English Dictionary) 

• Wellbeing - put simply, it is the state of feeling healthy and happy. (Cambridge 
English Dictionary). The World Health Organisation suggests wellbeing is a 
positive state experienced by individuals and societies. Similar to health, it is a 
resource for daily life and is determined by social, economic and environmental 
conditions. Well-being encompasses quality of life, as well as the ability of people 
and societies to contribute to the world in accordance with a sense of meaning 
and purpose. 
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