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Executive summary
In a changing political landscape with significant implications for agri-environment schemes (AES), and with the growing number of privately funded schemes, there is a need to understand how such schemes may affect farmer resilience. This report examines the effect of AES on farm business resilience across the UK's beef and lamb, pork, cereals and oilseeds, and dairy sectors. The review assesses how public and private schemes impact a farm's capacity to maintain profitability, improve long-term environmental outcomes, and mitigate climate change.
Methods
A quick scoping review was conducted, involving a grey literature search to identify and map public and private schemes, and a scientific evidence review of their impact on farm resilience. The grey literature review identified 40 public and 35 private schemes available to UK farmers. The scientific review analysed 63 relevant studies published since 2019.
Key Findings
· Public Schemes: All four UK nations are transitioning to a 'public money for public goods' model, with devolved nations offering main ‘pillar schemes’ alongside specialist support. The primary challenge for farmers is policy instability; short-term scheme durations limit the ability to plan ahead, while abrupt cessations due to budget capacity create a ‘cliff edge’ effect. This uncertainty hinders strategic business and environmental planning. 
· Private Schemes: The complex private market for carbon, BNG, and other ecosystem services offers new income stream but with significant risks and barriers. These include long-term inflexible contracts (often 30-100 years), restrictive eligibility that can exclude tenants, and unresolved integrity issues around 'additionality' and permanence. 
· Blending Schemes: The concept of "stacking" payments and blended finance from public and private sources is an emerging opportunity. This is permissible for distinct environmental outcomes but requires expert advice to navigate the complex rules successfully.
· Drivers and Barriers: The primary driver for uptake of both public and private schemes is financial incentive, supplemented by personal values and public recognition. Private schemes have the appeal of non-government income to counter the uncertainty around public funding. Key barriers include administrative burden, policy confusion, and the perception that payments do not cover all on-farm costs. 
· Financial return and trade-offs: The review found little conclusive data on net financial returns for farmers. A key trade-off for both scheme types is taking land out of food production. The 'additionality' requirement may create a perverse incentive for farmers to reverse historic good practice to establish a lower baseline for future payments, effectively penalising early adopters.
Conclusion
Farmers must navigate a strategic choice in an evolving landscape. Public schemes offer broad accessibility but are subject to political shifts and bureaucracy. Private schemes present new income streams but demand long-term commitments and come with market risks and restrictive eligibility. While direct evidence of improved financial resilience is limited, it is clear that AES are a critical component of the modern farm business. Their environmental actions can also enhance long-term economic resilience through financial savings and enhanced productivity, though these benefits are often not immediate.
Recommendations for Farmers and Landowners
The report provides distinct recommendations for engaging with public and private schemes, though some universal principles apply. For any scheme, 1) decisions must align with the existing business plan and farm characteristics, 2) a reliable environmental baseline (e.g., carbon audit, soil analysis) should precede any application, and 3) seek independent professional advice. 
Additionally, for public schemes, farmers and landowners should aim to stay informed on policy changes and consider taking advantage of capital grants available to de-risk investment in infrastructure and technology. When considering private schemes, farmers should focus on risk management and due diligence including understanding the implications of contract length on future land use and business flexibility, natural capital market fluctuations, factoring in both direct and indirect costs and tax implications. 
Recommendations for AHDB to support levy payers
To help farmers navigate this complex landscape, the report recommends that AHDB:
· Develop and maintain a live, up-to-date repository of available public and private schemes.
· Provide ongoing assistance to help farmers navigate and 'stack' different scheme options.
· Continue work on demystifying and clarifying the role of carbon and BNG schemes, where there is significant confusion.
· Facilitate peer-to-peer learning networks and share case studies to showcase successful approaches and build confidence.


· 
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[bookmark: _Toc199962554][bookmark: _Toc201935182]1. Introduction
Agri-environment schemes (AES) are seen as a fundamental mechanism to improve environmental outcomes as the UK transitions away from the European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and Basic Payment Scheme (BPS). Debate around their efficacy is rife and insufficient financial compensation is often blamed for continued environmental decline (Tylliankis et al., 2023). Recently, privately funded schemes, notably payments in return for sequestering carbon or biodiversity net gain (BNG) have entered the fold. The recognition that private companies have a duty and need to protect the strategic assets upon which they and their supply chains rely has been responsible for much of this new AES market (Coyne et al., 2021). Proponents argue that such schemes are vital in ensuring food security alongside environmental protections, whilst simultaneously enabling private businesses to derisk assets, for example those that rely on the long term health of soils for produce (Coyne et al., 2021). 
With notable changes to public AES across all devolved nations since Brexit, alongside the growing private market, there is a need to provide farmers and land managers with better information in order to navigate this landscape. This report is intended to feed into wider work on ensuring that farmers and land managers have access to reliable information and understand the options available to them, alongside potential trade-offs. 
[bookmark: _Toc199962555]Aim and objectives
The aim of this work was to compare and contrast the effect of environmental schemes on farm business resilience for the four AHDB sectors: Beef and Lamb, Pork, Cereals and Oilseeds and Dairy. For the purpose of this review, farm business resilience means capacity to:
· Maintain profitable operations (aligning with Defra’s objective of improving farming productivity)
· Improve long-term environmental outcomes (e.g. improving water quality, biodiversity and air quality, and reducing GHG emissions)
· To mitigate the impacts of climate change (i.e. to be climate resilient) 
This is delivered through the following five objectives:
· Ob1. Identify the key public and private schemes available to farmers in the UK
· [bookmark: _Hlk181924754]Ob2. How are the schemes funded? Is it industry/Government/individual companies? Size of budget and duration.
· [bookmark: _Hlk181927855]Ob3. What are their main methods of promotion?
· Ob4. Review any evaluation evidence on the impact or effectiveness of environmental support schemes in each country 
· Ob5. Make recommendations on how AHDB’s support to levy payers might be developed to ensure information-based decision making is easier for them.
[bookmark: _Toc199962556][bookmark: _Toc201935183]2. Methods 
We employed a quick scoping review method to identify and analyse public and private schemes currently available to farmers in the UK for sustainable land management. This included a search of grey literature and scientific literature. 
[bookmark: _Toc199962557][bookmark: _Toc201935184]2.1 Grey literature review to map out the public and private environmental schemes
A grey literature search was conducted to address Objectives 1, 2 and 3. This followed a structured approach to ensure comprehensive coverage of relevant schemes across all UK nations. The search was guided by three primary questions: 
· What public schemes are available to different land use types by farmers in the UK, including funding sources, administration mechanisms, and uptake rates?
· What private schemes are available to different land use types by farmers in the UK, including funding sources, administration mechanisms, and geographical coverage?
· For each identified scheme, what are the key operational parameters including payment structures, eligibility criteria, duration, spatial requirements, environmental outcomes, and impacts on food production?
In terms of sectoral coverage, all four AHDB sectors were included: Beef and Lamb, Pork, Cereals and Oilseeds, and Dairy. Geographically, the search covered all four UK nations to identify all known public schemes and private green finance initiatives supporting sustainable farming practices, including biodiversity credits, carbon markets, ecosystem service payments, nutrient neutrality, and corporate sustainability initiatives.
[bookmark: _Hlk201655424]Grey literature search was conducted using two complementary approaches. This included manual websites searches and AI-assisted searches. Manual website searches involved systematic examination of relevant organisational websites agreed with AHDB team, using built-in search functions where available. The search terms used were variations of the “population” terms listed in Table 1 below. One of the researchers also manually navigated through publication sections and resource libraries to ensure no relevant documents were overlooked. AI-assisted searches were also employed to identify private schemes. The AI search process involved an iterative questioning approach, beginning with broad queries and then refining based on initial results. For example, when searching for supermarket sustainability programs, initial questions about which chains had programmes were followed by more specific queries about whether these programmes provided financial incentives for UK-based farmers. 
Data sources identified through the search strategies covered 106 distinct sources across the following eight categories. This structured search enabled identification of 492 documents as show below:
· Government websites (8 sources yielding 208 documents)
· Advisory services (10 sources yielding 64 documents)
· Private market organisations (15 sources yielding 98 documents)
· Other organisations (including processors) (15 sources yielding 20 documents)
· Financial institutions (11 sources yielding 10 documents via AI search)
· Water companies (18 sources yielding 18 documents via AI search)
· Supermarkets (16 sources yielding 15 documents via AI search)
· Public media for agriculture sector (13 sources yielding 59 documents) 
However, while efforts were made to be comprehensive, the possibility remains that some schemes, particularly small, local or sector-specific initiatives, may have been overlooked despite the systematic search approach and some information may become outdated relatively quickly, particularly in the rapidly evolving landscape of environmental payments.
Data screening and extraction 
All extracted documents were read and the screening was based on the criteria listed in “population” section shown in Table 2 below. Data extraction followed a framework comprising specific codes organised into two main categories: public agri-environmental schemes and private green finance schemes. 
· funders, administrators and budget
· brief summary
· scheme duration and contract lengths
· eligibility criteria
· farming sectors applicable
· any limitations on land use
· funding available
· intended environmental outcome
· uptake rate where available 
· Potential net benefits, possible barriers to uptake and opportunity costs if available
The structured search and screening led to the final inclusion of 40 public schemes and 35 private schemes available to UK farmers used as the evidence base for this review. 
[bookmark: _Toc199962558][bookmark: _Toc201935185]2.2. Scientific evidence review of impact of the AES on farm business resilience
Based on criteria in the brief, iterations of the search string were tested and honed to ensure relevant evidence was captured (see Table 1 for final search string). The search string was used to retrieve evidence from bibliographic databases Web of Science and Scopus. Results were exported into reviewing software EPPI Reviewer and duplicates removed.  
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Table 1. Search string (delineated by population, intervention, comparator and outcome (PICO) elements)

	PICO elements
	Search carried out on
	String 

	Population 1
	TITLE
	((farm* OR agri* OR agro* OR land* OR rural OR wood* OR croft* OR *land OR countryside) AND (fund* OR pay* OR grant* OR loan* or credit* OR scheme* OR financ* OR measur* OR subsid* OR bond* OR stewardship OR incentiv* OR aes OR "agricultural?environmental" OR "Agri-Env*"))

	(OR) Population 2
	TITLE
	(“biodiversity net gain" OR bng OR “carbon market*" OR "carbon-based” OR "green bond*" OR "green finance" OR “climate financ*” OR "habitat bank*" OR "natural capital" OR "nature credit" OR "Nature market" OR "nutrient neutrality" OR “landscape Recovery" OR "Tir Cynnal" OR "Tir Gofal" OR "Tir Mynydd" OR "Organic Farming Scheme" OR "Organic Farming Conversion Scheme" OR "Better Woodland for Wales" OR glastir OR "Rural Development Contracts”OR ELM* OR “environmental land management”)

	(AND) Intervention
	TOPIC / ABSTRACT
	(adopt* OR enter* OR participat* OR "take part" OR uptake OR enroll* OR join* OR partake* OR subscrib*)

	(AND) Outcomes
	TOPIC / ABSTRACT
	(benefit* OR effect* OR efficacy OR impact OR income* OR outcome* OR resilien* OR "trade-off" OR productivity* OR profit* OR economic* OR cost* OR "land value" OR financ* OR business* OR enterpris*)

	(AND) Context 1 (Country)
	TOPIC / ABSTRACT 
	(england OR english OR "Northern Ireland" OR "Northern Irish" OR scotland OR scottish OR uk OR "United Kingdom" OR britain OR british OR wales OR welsh OR eu OR europe)

	(AND) Context 2 (Year)
	/
	PUBYEAR > 2019



Following the removal of duplicates, articles were screened manually on Title & Abstract according to the Eligibility Criteria in Table 2. Screening was carried out by one person with any eligibility criteria questions raised with one other reviewer. Included studies were organised during screening to divide UK and Europe studies, and divide by topic of discussion. 
All included studies were retrieved at Full Text where available. 

Table 2. Eligibility criteria
	
	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria 

	Population
	· Any government, NGO or private environmental funding scheme
· Technology and innovation schemes providing there is an intended environmental benefit
· Beef, lamb, pork, dairy, cereals and oilseeds systems
· Organic farming systems 
· Any land type where an environmental scheme is applicable (eg. wetland within farmland)
· Schemes expired in the last year with potential for renewal
	· Funding not related to environmental outcomes or public benefit (eg. funding for skills, hardship)
· Environmental schemes for non-farming related purposes (eg. urban development)
· Horticulture, orchards, vineyard or other systems outside of scope
· Schemes expired >1 year ago

	Intervention
	· Studies on participation in schemes
	· Studies on scheme design or structure without reference to farmer participation 

	General 
	· Primary research studies 
· Systematic reviews and meta-analyses
· Any UK nation
· Any relevant European study
	· Studies published pre-2019
· Studies not in the English language 
· Studies not in the UK or Europe 
· Discussion or comment papers
· Studies using data from pre-2019 


The search and screening process returned 63 articles including 14 relevant UK studies at full text, which were prioritised and standard information extracted from each study manually, and 49 studies from European countries which were coded using AI evidence review software programme, Elicit. A full list of studies and coding is shown in Annex 2. 
The date range (studies from the last five years) greatly limited the number of relevant articles to review. The majority of studies focused on drivers and barriers to AES uptake in various contexts (UK n = 10, Europe n = 27), with far fewer studies on financial implications (UK n = 2, Europe n = 12) or environmental outcomes (UK n = 2, Europe n = 10). 
[bookmark: _Toc199962559][bookmark: _Toc201935186]2.3. Presentation of evidence
There are three types of evidence presented for this review. This includes the main report (this report), Annex 1 and Annex 2. 
Main Report: This main report provides narrative of key themes based on the review of schemes and scientific evidence.
Annex 1: Public and private schemes: Evidence to address Objectives 1 and 2 is collated into a separate excel document for ease of reference (Annex 1: Public and Private Schemes). Schemes are organised in tabs as follows:
· UK Private: Privately funded schemes that are available nationally unless otherwise stated 
· England public: Main publicly funded schemes available in England
· Scotland public: Main publicly funded schemes available in Scotland
· Northern Ireland public: Main publicly funded schemes available in Northern Ireland
· Wales public: Main publicly funded schemes available in Wales
Standardised information for each scheme is presented, including which AHDB-relevant farming sector the scheme is applicable to, as well as:
· [bookmark: _Hlk201909602]brief summary
· funders, administrators and budget
· scheme duration and contract lengths
· eligibility criteria
· any limitations on land use
· funding available (presented as an overview or examples where the scheme covers extensive options)
· intended environmental outcome
· considerations for farmers (including potential net benefit and possible barriers)*
· uptake rate where available 
· link to further information
Not all of this information is available for each scheme and some categories were irrelevant for certain schemes. Due to time constraints, schemes that focus more on efficiency than environmental outcomes, notwithstanding the links that can arise between the two, are omitted. 
*Potential net benefits, possible barriers to uptake and opportunity costs are included in the Annex for UK Private schemes but discussed in more detail in the report using evidence from the scientific literature to provide a broad overview. This is because potential barriers and opportunity costs are not commonly shared by the scheme funder, and scientific evidence generally references AES as a collective rather than specific schemes. 
Annex 2: Scientific evidence on the impact of the AES on farm resilience (Objective 4): Results of the scientific evidence are presented in standardised form in Annex 2: Scientific evidence. Similar information was extracted as for the review of schemes (above) where available. Given the nature of the evidence, there is more focus on drivers and barriers to uptake.
[bookmark: _Toc199962560][bookmark: _Toc201935187]3. Finding 1 - Key public and private schemes and related funding, budgets and other considerations (Objectives 1 and 2)
The main output for these two objectives is contained in Annex 1. Below summarises some key findings, themes and gaps. In line with the eligibility criteria, schemes that expired more than one year ago were omitted. Schemes recently closed or due to close soon are included to provide a picture of the landscape but upcoming or replacement schemes are currently unknown. 
[bookmark: _Toc199962561][bookmark: _Toc201935188]3.1. Public schemes
[bookmark: _Toc199962562][bookmark: _Toc201935189]3.1.1.Introduction
The search and screening process generated 40 public schemes currently open and soon to be open in the whole UK. The devolved nations have different schemes. While most schemes are broadly available to all main farming sectors, each nation has developed its own flagship programmes, timelines, and priorities. 
In England, policy is centred on the Environmental Land Management (ELM) framework. Its foundational component, the Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI), was paused for new applicants in March 2025 but is expected to return after the recent spending review. The other core component is the Countryside Stewardship Higher Tier (CSHT). CSHT funds a comprehensive range of actions aimed at managing and restoring habitats, managing water bodies, preventing flooding, and protecting historic features.
Wales is in a period of transition towards its new flagship Sustainable Farming Scheme (SFS), scheduled to launch in 2026. In the interim, support is available through the Habitat Wales Scheme and targeted capital funding like the Small Grants – Environment scheme. This popular grant has several themed application windows (e.g., Carbon, Water, Hedgerows) and provides funding for specific on-farm projects.
In Scotland, the main agri-environment support is delivered through the Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) and the Forestry Grant Scheme (FGS), both of which offer a wide multitude of options with distinct payment rates and eligibility criteria. These are complemented by important preparatory support delivered by the Farm Advisory Service, which funds Integrated Land Management Plans (ILMPs) and specialist advice to help businesses adapt. Scotland also retains some production-linked support, such as the Scottish Suckler Beef Support Scheme (SSBSS), which aims to deliver social and environmental benefits, although specific environmental criteria for these schemes are not always explicit.
Northern Ireland's main agri-environment programme, the Environmental Farming Scheme (EFS), is currently closed to new applicants but is expected to reopen. Significant funding is available through forestry schemes, including the Forest Expansion Scheme (for sites >3ha) and the Small Woodland Grant Scheme (for sites >0.2ha). The nation also has targeted initiatives like the Beef Carbon Reduction Scheme, which incentivises lower-emission practices.
The vast majority of public schemes are open to all four farming sectors as shown in Figure 1.
It is worth noting that the public schemes listed in this report are the main schemes and not an exhaustive list. 
[image: ]
Figure 1: Public Agri-Environmental Schemes Availability by Farming Sector by Nation
There is near-universal eligibility for beef, lamb, dairy, and arable enterprises. A small number of schemes, such as Scotland's Suckler Beef Support Scheme and Northern Ireland's Beef Carbon Reduction scheme, are targeted specifically at the beef sector, while sector-specific support for dairy and pork is less common in the public schemes reviewed.
The six key environmental outcomes are all well-represented across the suite of public schemes, indicating a comprehensive approach to funding public goods as shown in Figure 2. 
[image: ]
Figure 2: Public Agri-Environmental Schemes Availability by Outcomes by Nation
Figure 2 also shows that biodiversity is the most frequently targeted outcome overall, followed closely by the interconnected themes of GHG Emissions, Soils, and Water quality. This demonstrates a balanced focus on tackling nature loss, climate change, and pollution. The balance varies slightly across the four nations. 
The next section will present the schemes for each nation. A summary table provides key information on the main schemes available. More details can be found in Appendix 2. 

[bookmark: _Toc201935190]3.1.2 England
[bookmark: _Hlk201910547]Agricultural policy in England is transitioning to the Environmental Land Management (ELM) schemes, which are intended to replace the Basic Payment Scheme (BPS) and Countryside Stewardship. ELM is structured into three main components, complemented by a suite of capital and innovation grants. Note: The Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) was paused for new applications in March 2025, with a reformed scheme expected to be announced in summer 2025. Existing agreements are being honoured. Table 3 provides a brief summary of the public schemes available in England.
Table 3. Public AES available in England (as of May 2025) (n=18)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) (Defra / RPA)
	The foundational ELM scheme, paying for a wide range of sustainable farming actions on a rotational basis.
	Previously open to BPS-eligible farmers.
	Per-hectare or per-item payments for completing specific actions.
	Status: Paused for new applicants as of March 2025. Will be the main route for public funding.

	Countryside Stewardship Higher Tier (CSHT) (Defra / RPA)
	The more complex component of ELM, funding multi-year, site-specific management and restoration.
	By invitation only from Natural England or Forestry Commission for high-priority sites.
	Multi-year agreements (5-20 years) with payments for capital and revenue actions.
	Targeted: Not a universal scheme. Aimed at significant environmental outcomes.

	Farming Equipment & Technology Fund (FETF) (Defra / RPA)
	Grants to purchase specific items of equipment and technology.
	Open to farmers, land managers, and contractors.
	Grants covering 40-50% of cost. Min grant £1,000, max £25,000 per theme.
	Capital Support: Key funding for new technology. A competitive grant.

	Improving Farm Productivity Grant (Defra / RPA)
	Funds large capital items, including robotics and solar installations, to improve farm productivity.
	Open to land owners and tenants by invitation.
	Grants for 25-50% of costs, with a minimum grant of £15k-£25k.
	For Major Projects: Aimed at significant investments. Not all associated costs are eligible.

	Slurry Infrastructure Grant (Defra / RPA)
	Grants to help farms upgrade their slurry storage to meet new capacity requirements.
	Open to dairy, beef, and pig farmers who produce slurry.
	Grants of £25,000-£250,000, covering up to 50% of the cost.
	Regulation Driven: Helps farms meet new regulatory requirements. Payments are made in arrears.



Table 3. Public AES available in England (as of May 2025)(continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Farming in Protected Landscapes (FiPL) (Defra / RPA)
	Funding for one-off projects on farms within National Parks or Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty.
	Farmers and land managers within an eligible protected landscape.
	Project-based grants funding up to 100% of costs where there is no commercial gain.
	Location Specific: Only available to those in England's most iconic landscapes.

	England Woodland Creation Offer (EWCO) (Defra / Forestry Commission)
	The main government grant for creating new woodlands of 1 hectare or more.
	Open to landowners and tenants with management control. Minimum 1ha of new woodland.
	Capital grants up to £10,200/ha for establishment, plus additional payments for public benefits.
	Long-term: Involves a minimum 15-year commitment.

	Woodland Creation Planning Grant (WCPG) (Defra / Forestry Commission)
	Funding to prepare a Woodland Creation Design Plan for schemes over 5 hectares.
	Landowners or tenants with permission for a proposed woodland of at least 5ha.
	Grants up to a maximum of £30,500 per project to cover planning costs.
	Preparatory Grant: Aims to facilitate larger, well-designed woodland creation projects.

	Woodland Tree Health Grant (WTH) (Defra / Forestry Commission)
	Grants for managing woodland health, including restocking after felling due to disease.
	Owners of existing woodland.
	Grants for specific actions, requiring a minimum of £500 worth of works.
	Management Focus: Aimed at improving the health and resilience of existing woodlands.

	Tree Health Pilot Scheme (Defra / Forestry Commission)
	Grants to test different ways of slowing the spread of pests and diseases like ash dieback.
	Open to tree and woodland owners in specific regions of England.
	Grants covering up to 80% of felling costs and 40% of infrastructure costs.
	Pilot Scheme: Geographically targeted to test new approaches to tree health challenges.

	Farming Innovation Programme (FIP): Research Starter
	Funding to help farmers develop a novel idea.
	Active farming, growing, or forestry businesses in England.
	Grants of £28k-£56k per project.
	Entry-level R&D: For initial testing of innovative concepts.

	FIP: ADOPT Facilitator support Grant
	Funding to access professional assistance to help develop an application for a Full ADOPT grant.
	Active farming, growing, or forestry businesses in England.
	Grant of £2,500 to engage an external Project Facilitator.
	Application Support: Helps smaller businesses prepare for larger innovation trials.



Table 3. Public AES available in England (as of May 2025)(continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	FIP: Full ADOPT Grant
	Support for collaborative farmer-led, on-farm trials of new solutions and technologies.
	Active farming/growing/forestry businesses collaborating with at least one other business.
	Grants supporting total project costs between £50,000 and £100,000.
	On-Farm Trials: For testing the practical application of new technologies.

	FIP: Feasibility Studies
	Funding to check if a research idea works in practice before a larger project.
	UK-registered businesses leading a project with farmer collaborators.
	Grants covering 50-70% of project costs (£200k-£500k total cost).
	Proof of Concept: To validate ideas before committing to major R&D.

	FIP: Small R&D Partnership
	Funding to develop a new farming product or service.
	UK-registered businesses leading a project with farmer collaborators.
	Grants covering 50-70% of project costs (£1m-£3m total cost).
	Collaborative Development: For developing near-market products and services.

	FIP: Large R&D Partnerships
	Funding for more significant projects to develop new farming products or services.
	UK-registered businesses leading a project with farmer collaborators.
	Grants covering 50-70% of project costs (£3m-£5m total cost).
	Major Innovation: For ambitious projects with significant potential impact.

	FIP: Farming Futures R&D
	Funding for long-term, ambitious research into solutions for major challenges like climate change.
	Research organisations or UK businesses leading a collaboration.
	Grants for projects with costs between £1m and £2.5m.
	Long-Term Vision: Aims to solve future challenges, further from immediate market readiness.

	FIP: Innovation Investor Partnership
	A scheme to stimulate private investment in agricultural innovation.
	UK registered SMEs prepared to negotiate aligned private investment.
	Grants for projects with total costs between £750k and £3m.
	Leveraging Private Funds: Aims to match public grants with private capital for R&D.



[bookmark: _Toc201935191]3.1.3 Wales
Wales is transitioning towards the Sustainable Farming Scheme (SFS), which is set to become the main source of support for farmers from 2026, replacing BPS and Glastir. In the interim, the Habitat Wales Scheme provides a bridging payment. Table 4 provides a brief summary of the public schemes available in Wales.
Table 4. Public AES available in Wales (as of May 2025) (n=7)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Sustainable Farming Scheme (SFS) (Proposed) (Welsh Government / RPW)
	The future primary support scheme for Welsh farmers with universal baseline actions.
	Expected to be open to all active farmers with at least 3ha of eligible land.
	A mix of payments for undertaking mandatory 'Universal Actions' and optional actions.
	Universal Entry: All farmers will enter at a baseline level. Key proposals include 10% tree cover and 10% habitat cover.

	Habitat Wales Scheme (Welsh Government / RPW)
	A bridging scheme to maintain environmental management on land previously in Glastir agreements.
	Farmers with eligible habitat land, including land previously in Glastir Advanced contracts.
	Area-based payments of £69/ha for habitat land and £62/ha for woodland habitat.
	Interim Scheme: Designed to prevent a gap in environmental payments before SFS begins.

	Small Grants - Woodland Creation (Welsh Government / RPW)
	Supports the planting of small areas of trees (0.1ha to 1.99ha).
	Farmers and land managers.
	Capital grants, plus 12 years of maintenance and premium payments (£350/ha/year).
	Accessible Entry: A good option for integrating smaller woodlands like shelterbelts.

	Woodland Creation Grant (Welsh Government / RPW)
	Provides financial support for creating larger areas of woodland (0.25ha+).
	Applicants must have a verified Woodland Creation Plan before applying.
	Similar structure to the small grant, with capital, maintenance and premium payments.
	Requires Planning: A more involved process for larger-scale afforestation.

	Woodland Restoration Scheme (Welsh Government / RPW)
	Provides capital grants for restocking and restoring woodlands, particularly after felling due to disease.
	Owners of existing woodland.
	Capital works grants for restocking, fencing, and associated operations.
	Restoration Focus: Aimed at improving the health of existing, often degraded, woodlands.

	Small Grants - Environment (Carbon/Water) (Welsh Government / RPW)
	A standalone scheme providing funding for capital works projects that deliver benefits for carbon or water quality.
	Farmers with registered agricultural land.
	Capital grants up to a maximum of £7,500 per funding window for a set list of items.
	Themed Grants: A popular and competitive route for smaller capital projects.




[bookmark: _Toc201935192]3.1.4 Scotland	
Scotland is in a period of transition, with a new framework for future agricultural support being phased in from 2025. The Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) remains a core component, alongside continued production-linked support in certain sectors. Enhanced conditionality (meeting certain standards to receive support) will be a key feature of the new system. Table 5 provides a brief summary of the public schemes available in Scotland.
[bookmark: _Hlk201911247]Table 5.  Public AES available in Scotland (as of May 2025) (n=9)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) (Scottish Government / RPS)
	The main agri-environment scheme, funding practices to protect natural heritage and mitigate climate change.
	Open to farmers, crofters, and other land managers registered with RPS.
	Multi-year agreements with payments for a wide range of options.
	Geographically Targeted: Many valuable options are targeted to specific areas. Competitive.

	Forestry Grant Scheme (FGS) (Scottish Government / Scottish Forestry)
	Offers financial support for creating new woodland and sustainably managing existing forests.
	Open to owners, tenants, and those with contractual licenses.
	Capital grants for establishment and annual payments for management.
	Wide-ranging: Covers everything from large-scale commercial planting to small native woodlands.

	Preparing for Sustainable Farming (PSF) (Scottish Government / RPS)
	An introductory scheme funding carbon audits and soil analysis to prepare for future rules.
	Open to all registered farm businesses.
	Grants to cover the cost of a Carbon Audit, Soil Sampling, and some animal health interventions.
	First Step: A key preparatory scheme to help farmers understand their environmental baseline.

	Less Favoured Area Support Scheme (LFASS) (Scottish Government)
	Provides income support to farming businesses in remote and constrained rural areas.
	Farmers in designated Less Favoured Areas meeting minimum criteria.
	Annual payments calculated based on hectares, grazing category, and stocking density.
	Production Support: Primarily an income support payment for those farming in challenging areas.

	Scottish Suckler Beef Support Scheme (SSBSS) (Scottish Government)
	Provides direct, production-linked support to maintain suckler beef herd sizes.
	Suckler beef producers meeting specific criteria.
	Annual headage payments (per eligible animal).
	Sector-Specific: Direct support aimed at maintaining production in a key sector.




Table 5.  Public AES available in Scotland (as of May 2025) (continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Scottish Upland Sheep Support Scheme (SUSSS) (Scottish Government)
	Provides direct, production-linked support to sheep producers in rough grazing areas.
	Sheep producers in rough grazing areas meeting specific criteria.
	Annual headage payments (per eligible ewe hogg).
	Sector-Specific: Direct support aimed at maintaining production in a key sector.

	Agriculture Transformation Fund (Scottish Government)
	Capital funding to support investment in equipment and measures for climate-friendly farming.
	To be confirmed.
	No details yet sourced on payment rates.
	Future Scheme: Part of the 2025-26 budget, details are still in development.

	Integrated Land Management Plan (ILMP) (Farm Advisory Service)
	Funds specialist consultancy support to create a plan for making a farm profitable and sustainable.
	Any farmer, crofter, or Crofting Township/Grazing Committee registered with a BRN.
	Grants covering up to 100% of consultancy costs, to a max of £2,000.
	Advisory Support: Provides access to expert advice for business planning.

	Farm Advisory Service Specialist Plan (Farm Advisory Service)
	Provides additional funding for specialist advice on topics like soil management or climate adaptation.
	Businesses that have or are applying for an ILMP.
	Up to £1,600 per plan for a maximum of two plans, fully funded.
	Targeted Advice: Allows for a deeper dive into specific technical areas.





[bookmark: _Toc201935193]3.1.5 Northern Ireland
[bookmark: _Hlk201912345]Northern Ireland is transitioning to its Future Agricultural Policy framework. This includes a Farm Sustainability Payment (replacing BPS), a Farming with Nature package, and schemes to improve farm productivity and resilience. Table 6 provides a brief summary of the public schemes available in Northern Ireland.
Table 6.  Public AES available in Northern Ireland (as of May 2025) (n=6)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Environmental Farming Scheme (EFS) (DAERA)
	A voluntary scheme supporting farmers to carry out environmentally beneficial practices.
	Open to active farmers with at least 3ha of eligible agricultural land.
	5-year agreements with payments for a range of options, such as retaining winter stubble (£85/ha).
	Main Agri-Environment Route: The key scheme for environmental management. Competitive.

	Farming with Nature Transition Scheme (DAERA)
	Supports farmers not in EFS to undertake environmental actions like planting hedgerows.
	Farm businesses not currently in a live EFS agreement.
	Grants up to £9,500 per business in 2025/26 for specific actions.
	Transitional Support: A key entry point for farmers to begin delivering environmental outcomes.

	Beef Carbon Reduction Scheme (BCRS) (DAERA)
	Provides a payment for slaughtering beef animals at an earlier age.
	Farmers with eligible beef animals born in NI.
	£75 per eligible animal that meets the age criteria. The scheme is capped annually.
	Climate Mitigation Focus: A targeted scheme for a key agricultural sector.

	Forest Expansion Scheme (DAERA)
	Supports new woodland planting of 3 hectares or larger.
	Open to landowners and tenants. Minimum 3ha of planting.
	Up to 100% of eligible establishment costs plus annual premia payments for 10 years.
	Competitive Bidding: Support is determined by a 'challenge fund' mechanism.

	Small Woodland Grant Scheme (DAERA)
	A simplified scheme for new native woodland planting of 0.20 hectares and larger.
	Farmers, landowners, and tenants.
	Capital payment of £2,925/ha (paid in two instalments) plus an annual premium of £350/ha for 10 years.
	Simple & Accessible: For smaller-scale native woodland planting. May reopen.

	Woodland Investment Grant (DAERA)
	Provides funding for restocking woodland to improve ecological value and resilience.
	Landowners with existing woodland. Requires a Forest Management Plan.
	Support payment of £600 per hectare for replanting and associated costs.
	Resilience Focus: Aimed at improving the health and diversity of existing woodlands.




[bookmark: _Toc201935194]3.1.6 Key Themes for Consideration about Public Agri-Environmental Schemes
While all four UK nations are moving towards 'public money for public goods', their approaches differ significantly. England has moved fastest to replace BPS with a new scheme framework (ELM), though this has faced implementation challenges, leading to reviews and pauses. Wales has taken a more consultative approach, with its new universal SFS scheme delayed until 2026. Scotland and Northern Ireland are pursuing a more gradual transition, evolving existing schemes and introducing new elements alongside continued direct support. Scotland is moving towards "enhanced conditionality", where receipt of any support payments will be conditional on undertaking certain environmental activities. This contrasts with England's approach, where participation in ELM schemes is entirely voluntary.
There are also some commonalities. Firstly, public schemes, such as SFI in England and AECS in Scotland, offer a multitude of options with action-specific funding. Payment rates are often clearly defined. Secondly, public schemes are generally open to a wide range of farming systems and are nearly universally available to tenant farmers. But a common rule across all nations is that farmers cannot receive public funding twice for the same action on the same parcel of land. Thirdly, publicly funded woodland or forestry schemes generally require that the planted land is taken out of agricultural production, which would prohibit activities like grazing unless the scheme is specifically for an agroforestry system.
[bookmark: _Toc201935195]3.1.8  Recommendations for Considering Public Agri-environmental Schemes
The shift in public agricultural policy across the UK represents the most significant change for the sector in a generation. For farmers and landowners, this creates both challenges and opportunities. The era of receiving payments based purely on the amount of land farmed is ending, replaced by a more complex system where income is linked to the delivery of specific environmental outcomes.
For farmers and landowners considering these schemes, the following steps are recommended:
· Stay informed: This is a rapidly evolving policy area. Regularly check the official government websites (RPA, RPW, RPS, DAERA) for the latest announcements, guidance, and application windows.
· Understand your baseline: Schemes like Scotland's PSF encourage farmers to conduct carbon audits and soil analysis. This is valuable advice for any farmer in the UK. Knowing your farm's environmental strengths and weaknesses is the first step to identifying the most suitable and profitable scheme options.
· Align with your business: Do not let the schemes dictate your farming system. Instead, look for options that align with your existing business objectives, whether that is improving soil health on an arable unit, enhancing habitats in pasture, or diversifying with woodland.
· Consider capital investment: The numerous capital grants available can significantly de-risk investment in infrastructure and technology that can improve both environmental performance and business efficiency.
· Seek advice: The complexity of the new schemes, especially when combining them with private sector opportunities, warrants seeking professional advice. This can help in navigating applications and making strategic decisions that are right for your business in the long term.
[bookmark: _Toc199962564][bookmark: _Toc201935196]3.2. Private schemes
[bookmark: _Toc201935197]3.2.1 Introduction
This section provides a review of 35 private and non-governmental environmental schemes or green financing available to farmers and landowners across the UK. These schemes provide financial incentives for delivering a range of environmental outcomes, including:
· Carbon sequestration
· Greenhouse gas reduction
· Biodiversity enhancement
· Water quality protection
· Soil health improvement
Opportunities range from direct payments for carbon credits and discounted loan financing to long-term land leases and supply chain premiums. However, the landscape is complex. Commitments can be long-term (from 1 to 100 years), and potential participants must carefully weigh the financial benefits against the costs of implementation, administration, and monitoring. Eligibility is often highly specific, tied to geography, farm type, or inclusion in a particular supply chain.
Much of the scheme content for corporate businesses (except water companies) is unavailable in the public domain. Green bonds are not included in this review due to the specific figures allocated to farmers are not publicly available.  
The majority of private schemes are open to a wide range of farm types, either through being explicitly non-sector-specific or by being available to multiple sectors. As shown in Figure 3, the cereals and oilseeds sector has the highest number of eligible schemes, closely followed by beef and lamb. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk201665714]Figure 3. Number of Available Schemes by Sector
This reflects the significant focus on soil carbon in the arable sector and the broad applicability of schemes related to land use change, such as woodland creation and biodiversity net gain. The pork sector has the fewest targeted schemes, although it is still eligible for the majority of the schemes reviewed.
Analysis of the intended environmental outcomes shows a strong focus on biodiversity and climate change mitigation. As shown in Figure 4, Biodiversity and GHG Emissions are the most frequently targeted outcomes, each being an objective in 20 of the 34 schemes reviewed. 
[image: ]
Figure 4. Number of Available Schemes by Environmental Outcomes
This highlights the significant corporate and market interest in nature recovery and decarbonisation. Soil health and water quality are also prominent objectives. Air quality is the least common primary objective among the private schemes, targeted by only five of the schemes.
The following section is structured to allow readers to easily navigate to the sections most relevant to their interests. The schemes have been grouped by the primary Funder/Owner Type.
For each scheme, a summary table provides key information at a glance:
· Scheme & Funder: The name of the initiative and the organisation behind it.
· Summary: A brief overview of the scheme's objectives.
· Eligibility: Who can apply for the scheme.
· Funding & Offer Type: The financial incentives available, such as direct payments, subsidised costs, or discounted loans.
· Key Considerations for Farmers: A summary of the potential benefits, costs, and barriers associated with participation.
The main categories are as follows:
· Voluntary Codes (Standard & Assurance Bodies)
· Market-Based Schemes
· Supermarket Schemes
· Water Company Schemes
· Banking & Finance Schemes
Details of the schemes  including the environmental outcomes, farming sectors applied and live link to the information sources can be found in Appendix A (UK Private schemes). 

[bookmark: _Toc201935198]3.2.2  Voluntary Codes (Standard & Assurance Bodies) 
These are not direct funding bodies but independent standards that set the rules for environmental projects. They act as the 'rulebook' for the market, providing the quality assurance needed to ensure that outcomes, such as carbon capture from woodland creation, are credible, monitored, and verified. These codes, which include the established Woodland Carbon Code and Peatland Carbon Code, are delivered in partnership with businesses and other organisations to underpin natural capital financing. Other similar codes for soil, hedgerows, saltmarsh, and agroforestry are in development, aiming to provide standardised methodologies and address current issues of clarity and trust in these emerging markets. Table 7 provides a brief summary of the two voluntary codes.
[bookmark: _Hlk201673887]Table 7.  Voluntary Codes (Standard & Assurance Bodies)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Peatland Carbon Code
	A voluntary standard for peatland restoration projects, allowing them to market the climate benefits from reduced emissions.
	Land ownership or tenure. Minimum peat depths and baseline conditions apply. Requires financial and legal additionality tests.
	Sale of carbon units. 2022 average for PIUs was £23.95 per unit.
	Benefits: Revenue from carbon savings, improved ecosystem health. Costs/Barriers: Minimum 30-year commitment, requires management plans, monitoring, and community consultation.

	Woodland Carbon Code
	The quality assurance standard for woodland carbon projects, enabling landowners to sell carbon credits from new woodland creation.
	Land ownership or long-term tenure. Projects must demonstrate 'additionality' (i.e., would not have happened without the carbon funding).
	Sale of Pending Issuance Units (PIUs) or verified Woodland Carbon Units (WCUs). 2023 average for PIUs was £23.30 per unit.
	Benefits: High carbon unit price, improved farm sustainability. Costs/Barriers: Long-term commitment (up to 100 years), significant administrative and planning requirements, potential for Environmental Impact Assessment.





[bookmark: _Toc201935199]3.2.3 Market-Based Schemes
This category includes the commercial organisations and market platforms that a farmer or landowner will typically contract with to generate revenue from environmental outcomes.  Service providers act as project developers, brokers, or aggregators. They help design a project (e.g., for carbon or soil health), manage its verification against the relevant codes, and connect the farmer with corporate buyers for any credits generated, usually taking a fee or a share of the revenue. This includes agri-business firms like Trinity Ag Tech and Agreena, specialist companies delivering Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG), and not-for-profit schemes like the Woodland Trust's 'MORE Woods'. Nutrient Neutrality Market is slightly different in that it is driven by legal requirements on other sectors, primarily property developers, thus creating a mandatory demand for environmental credits which farmers in eligible areas can supply. Table 8 provides a brief summary of the market-based schemes and service providers.
[bookmark: _Hlk201659947][bookmark: _Hlk201660063]Table 8. Market-based schemes 
	[bookmark: _Hlk201660045][bookmark: _Hlk201661089]Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	AgreenaCarbon
	A European platform that verifies and issues carbon credits for farmers adopting regenerative practices.
	Arable systems with rotational crops. Perennials and grasslands are not eligible.
	Farmers own the credits and can sell them. Prices are privately negotiated, with Agreena taking a 15% broker fee.
	Benefits: High degree of flexibility and farmer ownership of credits. Verified by DNV and registered under Verra. Costs/Barriers: 10-year contract. Tends to suit larger operations due to verification costs.

	Carbon Bank (Future Food Solutions)
	Focuses purely on soil carbon sequestration, generating credits for farmers to sell, with a partnership with Morrisons.
	Minimum 40ha to be entered. Requires specific regenerative practices and minimal soil disturbance.
	Credit revenue minus a 30% management fee.
	Benefits: Focuses only on soil carbon, which may simplify the process for some. Costs/Barriers: 10-year contract, significant 30% management fee. Must confirm carbon will remain for 10 years.

	Habitat Banks (BNG) (Environment Bank)
	Leases low-yielding land from farmers for 30 years to create 'Habitat Banks', generating Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) units to sell to developers.
	England only. Minimum 10ha (25 acres) of low-productivity, low-biodiversity land. 30-year lease required.
	Annual lease payment plus ongoing payments for management. States a typical additional income of £20,000-£60,000 per year.
	Benefits: Guaranteed, long-term, risk-free income stream (Environment Bank takes the market risk). Costs/Barriers: 30-year lease locks land out of other uses. England only.


Table 8. Market-based schemes (continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Landscape Enterprise Networks (LENs) (3Keel)
	A LEN creates a private market where businesses pay farmers for environmental services that directly benefit their operations and supply chains.
	LENs are landscape-specific, so a farmer's eligibility is tied to their location (currently, East of England, Yorkshire, River Leven catchment, Scotland)
	£135/ha in 2024 (160 Euro/ha); approximately £38,000 (€45,000) for implementing a package of measures in 2024
	Benefits: Additional income, cost savings and enhanced resilience. Costs/Barriers: upfront costs (3-5 yr payback period), time, knowledge gaps, and project eligibility.

	MORE Woods (Woodland Trust)
	Aims to create new native woodland habitat across the UK by helping with the costs of tree planting.
	Minimum 0.5ha of new planting. Cannot be in receipt of other woodland funding.
	Subsidises up to 75% of the cost of trees and protection, and up to 60% of contractor planting costs.
	Benefits: Significantly reduces the capital cost of woodland creation. Costs/Barriers: 30-year management commitment. Farmer must cover at least 25-40% of the costs.

	Nutrient Neutrality Market (Natural England)
	A market where landowners can sell 'nutrient credits' (nitrogen or phosphorus reduction) to property developers who need to offset the impact of new housing.
	Land must be in a sensitive water catchment where nutrient neutrality rules apply.
	Prices are high and vary by catchment. Government-backed credits are £2,300 per kg of nitrogen, while local markets can see prices of £3,000 (N) to £50,000 (P).
	Benefits: Very high potential income. Can be 'stacked' with BNG and some carbon schemes. Costs/Barriers: Extremely long-term commitment (80-125 years). Market is geographically limited and complex.

	Soil Association Exchange Market
	A marketplace model pooling funds from multiple corporate partners (e.g., Lloyds, Co-op) to pay farmers for GHG reductions.
	Eligibility currently focused on a pilot group.
	Pays £60/tCO₂e reduced, with 50% paid upfront.
	Benefits: Potentially high payment rate, links farmers with multiple reputable brands. Costs/Barriers: Currently in a pilot phase, so wider availability and criteria are not yet known.


Table 8. Market-based schemes (continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Soil Capital (Carbon)
	A regenerative agronomy firm that quantifies carbon improvements and facilitates payments for farmers.
	Arable farmers (some combined livestock accepted in organic systems). Entire arable operation must be enrolled.
	Minimum floor price of £23/tCO₂e. Farmers choose between a fee-based plan (receiving 70% of sales) or a no-fee plan (receiving a smaller share).
	Benefits: Flexible on practices, provides expert agronomic advice. Costs/Barriers: Requires 5-year certificate generation and 10-year retention period. Detailed operational data is required.

	Trinity Ag Tech (Carbon)
	Uses its "Sandy" digital tool to calculate and verify natural capital assets (carbon, biodiversity, water) for farmers to market.
	Open to all farming systems, enterprises, and sizes.
	Prices are privately negotiated, with Trinity taking a 5% broker fee.
	Benefits: Open to all farm types, lower broker fee. Costs/Barriers: Requires an annual subscription fee (£818-£1,575) and comfort with using an online tool for data input.





[bookmark: _Toc201935200]3.2.4 Schemes  from Supermarkets and Processors
[bookmark: _Hlk201912800]Schemes offered by supermarkets and processors are typically open only to their existing suppliers. They range from offering premium prices for products farmed to a higher environmental standard to providing direct funding for specific activities like soil testing and biodiversity monitoring. Table 9 provides a brief summary of the schemes  provided by supermarkets and processors. 
Table 9. Schemes  from Supermarkets and Processors
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	AB InBev ‘SmartBarley’
	A programme for malting barley suppliers providing benchmarking, agronomy support, and grants for soil and water projects.
	UK malting barley growers supplying AB InBev breweries.
	Grants (value varies) plus technical support.
	Benefits: Enhanced productivity, brand alignment.
Costs/Barriers: Technology adoption challenges.

	ADM Regenerative Agriculture Programme (UK)
	Offers per-hectare payments for farmers supplying ADM who adopt a range of regenerative practices.
	UK farmers supplying milling wheat or oilseed rape to ADM.
	£8/ha per practice; up to £47/ha for a bundle, plus a £500 scorecard lump sum.
	Benefits: Direct financial incentive, supply chain partnership.
Costs/Barriers: Data and scorecard complexity.

	Co-op Farming Groups 
(3 schemes)
	A fund rewarding Co-op suppliers for sustainable actions like reducing fertiliser use and improving animal efficiency.
	Open only to farmers within the Co-op's dedicated farming groups.
	Payments from a shared fund for specific actions.
	Benefits: Market security, tailored support.
Costs/Barriers: Exclusive to the Co-op supply chain.

	Marks & Spencer Farming with Nature
	A five-year programme for M&S livestock suppliers, providing grants for habitat creation and soil health improvements.
	Select M&S livestock suppliers.
	Grants for habitat and soil improvements.
	Benefits: Premium market access, corporate backing.
Costs/Barriers: Exclusive to M&S; detailed reporting.



Table 9. Schemes  from Supermarkets and Processors (continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Morrisons Sustainable Beef and Lamb Scheme
	Aims to create net-zero carbon supply chains by 2030 through advice, audits, and premium payments.
	Beef and lamb suppliers to Morrisons.
	Subsidised audits and a 10p/kg premium for certain cattle.
	Benefits: Price premiums, free advice.
Costs/Barriers: Requires significant data management.

	PepsiCo Sustainable Farming Programme (SFP)
	A global programme providing growers with tools, support, and incentives to farm more sustainably.
	Contracted potato, wheat & oat growers in the PepsiCo supply chain.
	Subsidised inputs and shared-savings incentives.
	Benefits: Market stability, operational efficiency support.
Costs/Barriers: Complex monitoring and reporting.

	Sainsbury's Plan for Better
	A sustainability bonus for dairy farmers in the supply chain, rewarding them for activities that reduce carbon footprints.
	Dairy farmers in the Sainsbury's supply chain.
	Undisclosed sustainability bonus.
	Benefits: Market advantage and financial reward.
Costs/Barriers: Exclusive to Sainsbury's dairy suppliers.

	Unilever Rapeseed Project
	A four-year pilot programme co-funding the transition to regenerative practices for rapeseed growers.
	Rapeseed growers supplying Hellmann’s & Colman’s.
	Co-funds inputs and practice changes.
	Benefits: Lowers the cost of transitioning practices, provides supply security.
Costs/Barriers: 4-year pilot, exclusive to Unilever.

	Waitrose Farming For Nature NetZero fund
	A flagship programme supporting Waitrose suppliers in adopting regenerative practices and trialling net-zero projects.
	Existing Waitrose livestock and arable suppliers.
	Grants up to £100,000 per project.
	Benefits: Significant funding for transformational projects.
Costs/Barriers: Exclusive to the Waitrose supply chain.



[bookmark: _Toc201935201]3.2.5 Water Company Schemes
Water companies offer schemes that are geographically restricted to specific water catchment areas. These programmes tend to provide extensive options for capital items and on-farm actions designed to protect and improve the quality of water sources. Table 10 provides a brief summary of the schemes  provided by water companies.
[bookmark: _Hlk201661281]Table 10. Schemes  from Water Companies
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Anglian Water Farming Innovation Grant
	A fund to support farmers trialling innovative approaches to protect water quality from pesticides, nutrients, or soil loss.
	Farmers within Anglian Water catchments.
	Up to £7,500 per holding.
	Benefits: Flexible grant for trialling new ideas.
Costs/Barriers: Competitive application process.

	Beyond Nature (Yorkshire Water)
	A long-term programme to bring all of Yorkshire Water's tenanted farmland under a sustainable management model.
	Assumed to be available only on Yorkshire Water-owned land.
	Up to £150/ha.
	Benefits: 
Costs/Barriers: Likely only available to Yorkshire Water tenants.

	Drinking Water Protection Scheme (Scottish Water)
	Targets specific catchments in Scotland to fund capital works that reduce contamination risk to drinking water sources.
	Farms in designated Scottish Water catchments.
	100% of costs for eligible capital items up to a £30k cap.
	Benefits: 100% funding for significant infrastructure improvements.
Costs/Barriers: Only available in specific Scottish catchments.

	PEBBLE Fund (Cambridge Water)
	Funds habitat improvement projects within the supply area that also have a community benefit.
	Only available to groups (not individual landowners).
	Up to £10,000 per project.
	Benefits: Flexibility in project design.
Costs/Barriers: Requires working in partnership.




Table 10. Schemes  from Water Companies (continued)
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Portsmouth Water Biodiversity Grant
	Funds environmental improvement projects, particularly those creating habitat corridors adjacent to Portsmouth Water land.
	Open to projects within the operational area.
	from a £50,000 annual fund.
	Benefits: Direct financial support for biodiversity work.
Costs/Barriers: Check for application window updates.

	STEPS (Severn Trent)
	Offers funding for a wide range of options to protect water courses, from cover crops to pesticide washdown areas.
	Farms within specific Severn Trent catchments.
	A menu of options, with grants up to £20,000 for some items.
	Benefits: Flexible options, additional biodiversity payments.
Costs/Barriers: Only available in priority catchments.

	The Welsh Water Community Fund (Dŵr Cymru)
	Offers funding for local community projects, which can include on-farm environmental initiatives.
	Community-focused groups and projects in Wales.
	Up to £5,000 per project.
	Benefits: Funding for community-driven projects.
Costs/Barriers: Requires a community angle.

	Wildfarmed Water Premium (Affinity Water, South Staffs & Cambridge Water, Wessex Water, Southern Water)
	A premium payment for wheat growers who adopt the "Wildfarmed" regenerative standard, which reduces water pollution.
	Farmers in a participating water company catchment 
	A per-hectare payment from £75/ha to £200/ha.
	Benefits: Direct financial top-up for regenerative practices.
Costs/Barriers: Requires adherence to the Wildfarmed standard and audits.



[bookmark: _Hlk201662418]
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[bookmark: _Toc201935202]3.2.6 Banking & Finance Schemes
Schemes from banks and financial institutions are primarily directed at helping farmers and land managers finance environmentally friendly farming. The most common offers involve discounted finance products, such as reduced interest rates or fee waivers on loans. Table 11 provides a brief summary of the schemes  provided by banks.
Table 11. Banking & Finance Schemes
	Scheme & Funder
	Summary
	Eligibility
	Funding & Offer Type
	Key Considerations for Farmers

	Barclays Green Loans for Business
	Discounted interest rates on loans for farmers purchasing eligible "green" assets like solar panels or EVs.
	UK farm businesses purchasing eligible assets.
	Discounted rates on loans of £25k+.
	Benefits: Favourable financing terms for sustainable investments.
Costs/Barriers: Loan repayments, meeting eligibility criteria.

	HSBC Sustainable Farming Pathway
	Offers discounted loan fees for farms that are LEAF Marque certified or in the process of applying.
	Must complete the LEAF Sustainable Farming Review to become eligible.
	50% reduction on loan arrangement fees.
	Benefits: Cheaper finance for any corporate purpose.
Costs/Barriers: Requires engagement with the LEAF certification programme.

	Lloyds Bank Exchange Market
	A pilot scheme rewarding farmers for sustainable practices by pooling funding from various supply chain businesses.
	Currently working with a limited group of Lloyds Banking customers.
	Access to discounted green loans and tailored advisory support.
	Benefits: Potential for significant additional income.
Costs/Barriers: Pilot scheme, wider availability is unknown.

	Tesco & NatWest Green Finance Initiative
	Provides preferential financing rates for Tesco suppliers investing in renewable energy and other sustainable assets.
	Tesco suppliers who meet NatWest lending criteria.
	Interest rate rebates and waiver of arrangement fees.
	Benefits: Cheaper finance for capital investment.
Costs/Barriers: Exclusive to Tesco suppliers; subject to credit approval.

	Virgin Money Agri E Fund
	A £200 million fund providing loans with no arrangement fees to support farmers investing in environmental improvements.
	Must complete a carbon audit and borrow a minimum of £50,000.
	0% arrangement fees on sustainability-linked loans.
	Benefits: Supports large capital investments in sustainability.
Costs/Barriers: Requires a significant minimum investment (£50k).



[bookmark: _Toc201935203]3.2.7 Key Areas for Consideration about Private Schemes
When evaluating these private schemes, farmers and landowners should consider several cross-cutting themes:
A. Financial Model
The way farmers are rewarded varies significantly across private schemes. Water companies often provide funding for specific capital items like pesticide washdown areas, while banks typically offer discounted finance, such as Virgin Money's support for biodiversity conservation or woodland creation.
The voluntary carbon codes offer a useful benchmark for payment rates. The Woodland and Peatland Carbon Codes, for instance, offer a higher carbon unit price than the global average. Based on 2022/23 data for 'pending issuance units' (a promise to deliver carbon sequestration), prices were around £23-£24 per unit. There is insufficient data to provide a reliable average for fully verified credits.
B. Budgets & Transparency
Funding transparency varies. Some supply chain schemes declare their budgets, for example: Co-op allocated £820k for its beef and dairy groups; Waitrose launched a £500k fund for net-zero farming; and Sainsbury’s committed £1.7m in 2023 for sustainability bonuses. Overall, however, this review found that detailed budget information for most private schemes is not readily available.
C. Contracts & Eligibility
· Contract length - Private schemes involve significant commitments. The Woodland and Peatland Carbon Codes require contracts of at least 30 years, with some woodland schemes extending to 100 years. BNG schemes like Habitat Banks require a 30-year commitment, while many private carbon brokers ask for a minimum of 10 years. Shorter contracts are available, such as Severn Trent's one or two-year agreements for grassland buffer strips.
· Stacking and bundling - The concept of "stacking" - receiving payments from multiple schemes for different environmental outcomes on the same parcel of land - is a developing area. For example, the government's guidance on Nutrient Neutrality explicitly allows for combining it with BNG and carbon credits, provided the outcomes are distinct and separately accounted for. This offers the potential for highly lucrative land-use change but requires expert advice to navigate the complex rules.
· Eligibility criteria - Private long-term schemes are often available only to landowners, with fewer options for tenant farmers. All supermarket schemes reviewed are exclusive to farmers in their existing supply chains. There are often specific land and practice requirements; for example, Agreena requires arable farmers to follow a rotational crop system and not burn residues, while Habitat Banks require a minimum of 10ha and target land with low existing biodiversity and food production capacity. The voluntary carbon codes also have relatively involved application procedures, including legal and financial tests to demonstrate 'additionality'. Therefore, before investing time in an application, a primary check on eligibility is crucial.
[bookmark: _Toc201935204]3.2.8 Recommendations for Considering Private Environmental Schemes
The private environmental market offers a growing opportunity for UK farmers to diversify income, enhance business resilience, and contribute to environmental recovery. However, it is not a simple replacement for direct support and requires a new way of thinking about land as an asset that can produce environmental goods alongside food.
For farmers and landowners considering these schemes, the following steps are recommended:
· Define your objectives - Are you seeking a short-term grant for a specific project, a long-term secure income stream, or support to transition your whole farming system?
· Assess your assets - What are your farm's primary assets? This includes not just your enterprise type but also low-yielding land, proximity to sensitive habitats, and your position within a supply chain.
· Evaluate the commitment - Carefully consider the contract length and what it means for future land use and business flexibility.
· Understand the full costs - Factor in not just direct financial outlays but also the cost of your time for administration, monitoring, and reporting, as well as any opportunity costs.
· Seek independent advice - The complexity of contracts, the science of measurement, and the tax implications of this new income warrant seeking professional, independent advice before signing any agreement.
[bookmark: _Toc199962572][bookmark: _Toc201935205]4. Finding 2 - Methods of Promotion (Objective 3)
The promotion of both public and private agri-environmental schemes relies on a multi-faceted approach, utilising a consistent set of channels to reach a diverse audience of farmers and land managers. While the core methods are similar across the board, their application varies in scale and emphasis.
The main channels of promotion observed during this review include:
· Official digital platforms - For any scheme, the official website serves as the primary source of information, hosting detailed guidance, eligibility criteria, payment rates, and application portals. This is often supplemented by official blogs, such as the Defra Farming Blog in England, which provide less formal updates, explain policy thinking, and announce changes in a more accessible format.
· Industry press and media - The specialist agricultural press, including publications like Farmers Weekly and Farmers Guardian, is a crucial channel for disseminating information. Scheme providers use these outlets for formal announcements, placing articles, and sharing case studies of successful projects. This channel provides credibility and reaches a broad, engaged readership.
· Direct engagement at events - Agricultural shows and industry events, from national events like LAMMA and Cereals to local farm walks, are key venues for face-to-face promotion. They allow scheme representatives to present information, answer specific questions from farmers, and build relationships, which can be critical for establishing trust in new or complex initiatives.
· Trusted advisory services - Perhaps the most influential channels are the networks of trusted intermediaries who provide direct advice to farmers. This includes land agents, farm consultants, agronomists, and veterinarians who translate complex scheme rules into practical, business-specific advice. Other channels includes formal bodies, like the Farm Advisory Service (FAS) in Scotland, AHDB, ADAS and NFU, highlighting the recognised importance of expert guidance in driving scheme uptake.
· Direct digital communication - Channels like social media (particularly X, formerly Twitter) and mailing lists are used for timely announcements, deadline reminders, and directing traffic to the main websites. They are effective for reaching an already interested audience with concise, up-to-the-minute information.
Despite the wide range of methods employed, there is little to suggest that the efficacy of these various channels has been investigated in the scientific or grey literature. While it is likely that the administrative bodies for public schemes (e.g., Defra, DAERA) and the operators of private schemes hold their own data on engagement and uptake from different promotional activities, this information is not publicly available. Therefore, assessing which channels provide the best return on investment or are most effective at reaching different types of farmers would require a dedicated primary research study.
[bookmark: _Toc199962573][bookmark: _Toc201935206]5. Finding 3 - Impact and Efficacy of the Agri-Environmental Schemes (AES) (Objective 4)
This section examines the impact and efficacy of AES and emerging private markets for biodiversity and carbon credits. It analyses farmer engagement, the on-farm financial and operational realities of participation, and the resulting environmental outcomes, largely drawing on evidence from peer-reviewed independent studies based in the UK and Europe.
[bookmark: _Toc201935207]5.1 Farmer Engagement: Drivers, Barriers, and Uptake Rates
The decision for a land manager to engage with public or private environmental schemes is driven by a complex interplay of economic, social, and personal factors, which directly influences the rate of uptake.
[bookmark: _Toc201935208]5.1.1 Drivers for Engagement
Financial incentives are consistently the most significant driver for scheme participation across the scientific literature (Was, 2021; Podruzsik, 2024). For UK farmers, the transition away from the Basic Payment System (BPS) has made the need for replacement financing a key concern when considering new schemes like the Environmental Land Management schemes (ELMs). In one UK-based private dairy scheme, a guaranteed fixed milk price was the main economic driver for farmers to join (Coyne et al., 2021).
Beyond pure finances, scheme design is critical. Farmers show a strong preference for flexibility. A Scottish choice experiment found that farmers were willing to sacrifice £9.17 per acre for the right to be more flexible within a scheme, £9.06 per acre for the ability to choose the land area to enrol, £1.80 per acre to avoid an extra year on a contract, and £1.54 per acre to avoid one extra hour worked per week (Banerjee et al., 2021). Similarly, a UK pilot of a Payment by Results scheme was praised by farmers for the freedom it offered them to use their local knowledge (Chaplin et al., 2021).
Environmental and personal values also play a crucial role. Protecting the environment is a frequently cited driver, with farmers often viewing themselves as custodians of the land. A study on peatland restoration AES found that benefits like improved freshwater sources and better grazing areas were strong motivators (Helmcke et al., 2025). Social factors are also highly influential. Peer support and knowledge exchange through farmer clusters or workshops can be a key benefit and driver of uptake (Coyne et al., 2021). The value of social recognition is significant; the same Scottish study found farmers were willing to forego £3.85 per acre in return for public acknowledgement of their environmental work (Banerjee et al., 2021). 
Finally, motivations vary significantly by farmer 'type'. A study in Yorkshire distinguished between ‘pragmatic yet environmentally conscious’, ‘pragmatic objectors’ and ‘risk-averse environmentalists’, each with different motivations (Tyllianakis et al., 2024). A separate European study also identified distinct archetypes like 'Profit Maximisers' who participate less, versus 'Nature Participants' and 'Traditional Food Providers' who engage more deeply (Leonhardt et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc201935209]5.1.2 Barriers to Engagement
A primary barrier to public schemes is the administrative burden and red tape associated with applications and compliance (Jones et al., 2023; Tyllianakis et al., 2023). This is compounded by a lack of clear policy direction and understanding of the schemes, especially during periods of transition. In the emerging private carbon markets, there is significant confusion and a disconnect between farmer expectations and what the market delivers. A survey highlighted this disconnect, finding that while 83% of farmers believed increasing soil carbon storage should generate payments, only 19% thought farmers should only be paid if they adopt new practices (Phelan et al., 2024).
Lack of flexibility and strict eligibility can present substantial barrier. Farmers often desire more flexibility than is offered and can be frustrated by overly prescriptive rules (Jones et al., 2023). Many private schemes have strict criteria; for instance, Agreena is only open to arable farmers, while Habitat Banks requires a minimum of 10ha of low-productivity land (Agreena, n.d.; Environment Bank, 2024)
Insufficient payments and high costs create further barriers. A common perception is that payments do not adequately cover all costs (Tyllianakis et al., 2023; Mañez et al., 2024). This is compounded by the fact that many public grants, like the FETF, only provide partial funding, and some private schemes, like Trinity Ag Tech, require annual subscription fees (Trinity AgTech, 2025)
Contractual terms are another major barrier. The 20-year length of the Landscape Recovery scheme is seen as undesirable by many farmers (Tyllianakis, 2024). Perhaps the most significant barrier in private carbon markets is the requirement for 'additionality', which means farmers who have already adopted good soil health practices are often ineligible for payments (Phelan et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc201935210]5.1.3 Uptake Rates
From the limited evidence identified about uptake rates, uptake of schemes varies based on scheme design and geography.
· In the UK, the Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) in England had 37,900 businesses using the scheme before it closed (DEFRA, 2025). A spatial analysis in Yorkshire found that 11.02% of all farms had adopted an AES on at least one of their fields in 2019 (Wool et al., 2023).
· In Scotland, around 20% of agricultural land was managed under the Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) in 2019-2020 (NatureScott, 2020, from Scottish Government, 2025).
· Private schemes like Soil Capital and Agreena work with 1,600 and 2,300 farmers respectively, though this extends beyond the UK.
The following table summarises the key drivers and barriers identified in the literature.
Table 12.  Summary of Key Drivers and Barriers to Scheme Uptake
	Influence Category
	Specific Driver / Barrier
	Example from Evidence
	Sources

	Economic
	Driver: Financial incentives and economic stability.
	A guaranteed fixed milk price was the primary driver for a private UK dairy scheme. Financial incentives are consistently cited as a primary driver for participation across Europe.
	(Coyne et al., 2021; Was, 2021; Podruzsik, 2024)

	
	Barrier: Insufficient payment levels and financial risk.
	Aversion to risk associated with results-based payments, where external factors can cause non-payment. Perceived insufficient compensation for potential yield losses is a major barrier.
	(Schulze et al., 2024; Chaplin et al., 2021; Mañez et al., 2024)

	Scheme Design
	Driver: Flexibility in management and contract terms.
	Farmers were willing to accept lower payments in exchange for more flexibility in a scheme. A UK pilot was praised for the freedom it offered farmers to use their local knowledge.
	(Banerjee et al., 2021; Chaplin et al., 2021)

	
	Barrier: Long, inflexible contract lengths and complex rules.
	The 20-year term for Landscape Recovery was seen as undesirable. A minimum 5-year participation period was a barrier for German farmers, who preferred shorter terms.
	(Tyllianakis, 2024; Buschmann et al., 2023)

	
	Barrier: The 'Additionality' requirement in carbon markets.
	Farmers who have already adopted good soil health practices are often ineligible for payments, acting as a major barrier as codes require 'additionability'.
	(Phelan et al., 2024)

	Social & Personal
	Driver: Public recognition, peer learning, and shared values.
	Scottish farmers were willing to forego £3.85/acre for public recognition of their work. Farmer-to-farmer learning in workshops was a key benefit of a private scheme in Cumbria.
	(Banerjee et al., 2021; Coyne et al., 2021)

	
	Barrier: Lack of trust and administrative burden.
	Lack of clear policy direction, bureaucracy, and time constraints are consistently cited as major barriers to uptake in the UK and Europe.
	(Jones et al., 2023; Tyllianakis et al., 2023; Krzyszczak et al., 2023)


[bookmark: _Toc201935211]5.2 The On-Farm Reality: Costs, Trade-offs, and Consequences
Beyond initial engagement, participation in schemes involves a complex reality of economic calculations, operational trade-offs, and often unintended consequences.
[bookmark: _Toc201935212]5.2.1 The Economic Equation: Income vs. Costs
Determining the net financial benefit for farmers is challenging due to the high variability in schemes, payments, and on-farm costs.
Evidence for net additional income is sparse, though some private schemes state significant potential income streams. For example, Habitat Banks suggest a typical income of £20,000 to £60,000 per annum, and Soil Capital paid out an average of around £8,600 to its first cohort of farmers. Publicly funded schemes offer a wide variety of payment rates depending on the country and the required action. A UK-based Payment by Results pilot offered between £168-£842 p/ha (Chaplin et al., 2021), while in Ireland the average payment under the GLAS scheme was €4,000 per farm (McGurk et al., 2020). European examples show further variation, with average AES income in Austria reported at €180/ha (Leonhardt et al., 2022) and specific actions like grazing prescriptions in Portugal valued as high as €493/ha (Schulze et al., 2024). In other cases, the financial benefit is indirect, such as a private dairy scheme in the UK that offered a guaranteed fixed milk price as a key incentive (Coyne et al., 2021).
However, these potential revenues are offset by significant direct and indirect costs. Studies show these include increased labour and capital costs, with one Polish study finding that 24.1% of participants reported increased production costs (Krzyszczak et al., 2023; McGurk et al., 2020). The opportunity cost of taking land out of production or changing practices is also a major factor, particularly for more profitable farms which show lower participation rates (Schaub et al., 2023). Furthermore, many public and private grants only cover a portion of costs, and some public grants like the Slurry Infrastructure Grant are paid in arrears, creating cash flow challenges. Private schemes frequently charge substantial management or brokerage fees, and the market itself can be a barrier; for instance, land tenure insecurity can prevent funders from enrolling a farm in a soil carbon project (Phelan et al., 2024).
Table 13 provides a comparative overview of the financial elements across different types of schemes.


Table 13. Comparison of Financial Elements in Environmental Schemes
	Scheme / Provider Type
	Reported Income / Payment Rate

	Known Costs & Fees



	Sources




	Public AES (UK Pilot)
	Payment by Results (arable): £168 - £842 p/ha depending on results.
	Time-consuming self-assessment; risk of non-payment if results are not met.
	(Chaplin et al., 2021)

	Public AES (UK)
	Scottish Suckler Beef Support Scheme: Payments of £42 p/acre or £32 p/calf have been available.
	Not specified, but farmers were willing to sacrifice £1.80/acre to avoid an extra year on a contract.
	(Banerjee et al., 2021)

	Public AES (EU Examples)
	Avg. AES income of €180/ha (Austria). Grazing prescriptions valued at €493/ha (Portugal). Fertiliser reduction valued at €30/acre (UK) and €45/acre (UK) for 25% and 50% reductions respectively.
	Increased workload and production costs reported by 24.1% of participants in a Polish study. Opportunity costs are a key factor, with higher farm profitability leading to lower participation.
	(Leonhardt et al., 2022; Schulze et al., 2024; Krzyszczak et al., 2023; Schaub et al., 2023)

	Public AES (Ireland)
	Mean willingness-to-accept for participation was calculated at €88 per hectare. The average payment under the GLAS scheme was €4,000 per farm.
	Increased labour and capital costs; opportunity costs from reduced production.
	(McGurk et al., 2020)

	Private AES (UK)
	A private dairy scheme offered a guaranteed fixed milk price for six months plus a bonus sum. 
	Farmers noted the scheme had less red tape and was less restrictive than government options. No need to take significant land out of production.
	(Coyne et al., 2021)

	Private Carbon Market (UK)
	Not specified.
	A key barrier is land tenure insecurity, which would prevent funders from enrolling a farm in a soil carbon project.
	(Phelan et al., 2024)





[bookmark: _Toc201935213]5.2.2 Trade-offs and Unintended Consequences
The most common trade-off is taking land out of agricultural production to enrol in AES, which can impact farm productivity (Bartolini et al., 2021). However, spatial analysis has found that farmers often place AES options on their most unproductive or marginal land, which may minimise the overall effect on food production (Wool et al., 2023). A potential unintended consequence of this land use change is the increased intensification of farming on the remaining land to compensate for any losses (Zimmert et al., 2024).
In the private carbon market, a significant unintended consequence of the 'additionality' rule is the creation of a perverse incentive. A potential scenario is that farmers could be incentivised to reverse historic good practices—for example by changing from a minimum tillage system to conventional tillage—in order to create a lower baseline of soil carbon that will enable a future demonstration of 'additionality' (Phelan et al., 2024).
Finally, there can be unintended consequences relating to biodiversity. Actions to improve habitats for certain species may create conflicts within the wider agroecosystem. For example, creating better and more connected natural habitats may support new or larger badger populations, which is a concern for beef and dairy farmers from a TB perspective (Jones et al., 2023).
The primary on-farm trade-offs and unintended consequences are summarised in Table 14.


Table 14. Summary of Key On-Farm Trade-offs and Unintended Consequences
	Category
	Trade-off / Unintended Consequence
	Description / Example
	Sources

	Land Use
	Taking land out of production vs. maintaining food production.
	The most frequently cited trade-off. However, studies show it is often the least productive or marginal land that is used for AES options.
	(Bartolini et al., 2021; Rolio et al., 2024; Wool et al., 2023)

	
	Risk of intensifying production on remaining land.
	To compensate for land foregone for environmental measures, farmers may increase the intensity of farming on their other land, potentially nullifying some benefits.
	(Zimmert et al., 2024)

	Early adoption vs reversing good practice





	Disadvantaging 'early adopters' of good practice.
	The 'additionality' rule in soil carbon markets means farmers who already have good soil health are often not eligible for payment.
	(Phelan et al., 2024)

	
	Perverse incentive to reverse good environmental practice.
	A potential scenario is that farmers may be incentivised to degrade soil (e.g., switch from min-till to conventional tillage) to create a lower baseline from which to show 'additional' carbon sequestration later.
	(Phelan et al., 2024)

	
	Stacking vs Double Counting.
	Stacking carbon payments from different sources, while accepted in principle, could inadvertently result in the double counting of carbon units.
	(Phelan et al., 2024)

	Ecosystem Interactions
	Conflict between biodiversity goals and agroecosystems
	Enhancing habitats for certain species can create issues. For example, larger badger populations are a concern for beef and dairy farmers from a TB perspective.
	(Jones et al., 2023)

	Risk perception
	Risk of non-payment vs. guaranteed action-based payment.
	In results-based schemes, there is a risk of non-payment if results do not materialise for reasons outside the farmer's control (e.g., extreme weather).
	(Schulze et al., 2024)



[bookmark: _Toc201935214]5.3 Environmental Outcomes
While the Annex 2 literature review covers a large number of studies related to agri-environmental schemes, only a subset of these provide direct, measured evidence on specific environmental outcomes. Many of the reviewed studies focus primarily on other aspects, such as the economic drivers of participation or farmer preferences for scheme design (Banerjee et al., 2021; Tyllianakis, 2023). For this reason, this section draws heavily on studies whose primary focus was the measurement of environmental effects and on major evidence syntheses, such as the Defra-commissioned QEIA review (Emmett et al., 2023).
The evidence shows that the effectiveness of schemes is highly variable and dependent on the specific action, landscape context, and on-farm management.
[bookmark: _Toc201935215]5.3.1 Biodiversity
Evidence for biodiversity outcomes is mixed. A Scottish study investigating bird populations found little effect of AES participation, though noted their sample size was small and the local landscape was already relatively biodiverse (Daskalova et al., 2019). European studies also show varied results; a Swiss study found a small positive effect of AES enrolment on biodiversity (Zimmert et al., 2024), while others suggest that landscape complexity often has an equal or greater effect than the scheme itself (Roilo et al., 2024). The QEIA review determined actions most likely to have a positive effect on biodiversity. Examples of effective actions in cropland can be found in Staley et al. (2023) although they were not necessarily all linked to the adoption of AES. 
[bookmark: _Toc201935216]5.3.2 Carbon 
The two actions most likely to enhance carbon sequestration are woodland creation and peatland restoration (Emmett et al., 2023). A study in the Czech Republic also found that the conversion of arable land to grassland had the highest potential for sequestering carbon in agricultural systems (Svoboda et al., 2024). Exceptions include raising the water table on agricultural peatland, woodland management that focuses on enhancing carbon stocks reducing the incidences of pests, diseases and wildfires, and soil management practices to enhance carbon stocks (Bentley et al., 2023). Specific soil management actions that may improve carbon sequestration in arable rotations include cover cropping, growing perennial crops, and incorporating ley rotations, although the challenges to incorporate these are recognised. Reduced or no tillage systems are commonly promoted as a way to improve soil health and sequester carbon, although the QEIA found that results are highly variable. A reduction in stocking rates may have a small effect but there is limited evidence from the UK and results are also variable. We found no UK studies investigating carbon sequestration in relation to AES in the UK in the last 5 years.   The key potential trade-off in actions to sequester carbon is the risk of displacement for food and fibre production, whereby the movement of agricultural land to other areas could effectively nullify any gains by damaging previously carbon rich sources (Bentley et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc201935217]5.3.3 GHG Emissions / Air Quality 
Our review retrieved no studies which specifically focused on GHG emissions in relation to AES. Drawing on evidence from the QEIA, they found several actions that are likely to reduce emissions, including low intensity grazing and better management and timing of slurry applications, both of which are likely to have co-benefits for water quality (Birnie et al., 2023). Dilution of slurry can have major benefits for emissions and plant uptake but may require additional storage capacity. Use of clover and legumes in pasture or arable cropping systems can reduce the need for N fertiliser and lower GHG emissions. Precision feeding of livestock and precision application of fertilisers, including slurry can bring further benefits. Several actions that can impact relate to efficient energy use. Other actions reviewed that have less or mixed evidence include increasing genetic diversity through using rare breed animals and avoiding N fertiliser (which can only be effective if the sward retains enough nutrients to support the animal’s growth at a similar rate to a system with N fertiliser) (Birnie et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc201935218]5.3.4 Soils
Soil management actions through AES that may support soil structure, reduce compaction, support below-ground biodiversity, prevent erosion and potentially increase soil carbon include perennial cropping, reduced tillage and direct drilling. As with most actions, there are caveats, for example perennial cropping will have to avoid to the displacement of annual crops, and reduced or no till practices requires residue retention (Newell Price et al., 2023). Overarching actions like soil management plans are likely to have multiple co-benefits for water, biodiversity and GHG emissions, although actions to improve soil may take up to five years to show meaningful benefits. Similarly, use of green manure may not show benefits in the first year or longer. Cover crop options can be beneficial for SOM and show significant benefits in preventing erosion, however need to be used regularly over several years to succeed in improving soil structure. Permanent or electric fencing options can support soils through helping to avoid livestock encroaching on wet land. Some actions were found in the QEIA to have highly variable results, for example use of mulches may help to prevent erosion but may have negative consequences during periods of extreme rainfall (Newell Price et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc201935219]5.3.5 Water
Actions likely to affect water include nutrient management planning, which has been shown to also support profitability. Whereas actions such as no use of nitrogen are likely to significantly reduce crop yields and animal growth, according to evidence in the QEIA (Williams et al., 2023). Better storage, management and distribution of slurry discussed above also have benefits for water quality. Fencing to prohibit livestock access to riparian areas may help water quality although the authors note the magnitude of effect is likely to be small in comparison to N and P losses through leaching from agricultural fields. Cover crop establishment or weedy stubble have been shown to reduce N and P losses to water by up to 50%, supporting aquatic biodiversity and water quality. Strong evidence is presented for buffer strips to reduce N and P losses to watercourses and reduce pesticide drift, with significant benefits for water quality and aquatic biodiversity. Similarly good evidence was presented for wetland habitat creation although displacement of agricultural land is a notable trade off (Williams et al., 2023).
Table 15 below highlights the reported effectiveness of several key actions commonly found within Agri-Environmental Schemes. This table serves as a brief summary of the evidence presented in the reviewed literature. For a far more comprehensive synthesis of the evidence, the definitive source is the Defra-commissioned Qualitative Impact Assessment of land management interventions on Ecosystem Services (QEIA) (Emmett, et al., 2023), although the QEIA’s scope is broader than formal Agri-Environmental Schemes and encompasses all sustainable land management options.

Table 15. Summary of Evidence on Environmental Outcomes of Key AES Actions
	Environmental Outcome
	Key Action
	Reported Effectiveness*
	Sources

	Biodiversity




	Sowing wildflower strips, creating beetle banks, providing fallow plots for birds.
	High

	(Emmett et al., 2023)


	
	General AES participation at a landscape level.
	Mixed / Variable (Effectiveness is context-dependent and can be weak; often has a small positive effect).
	(Daskalova et al., 2019; Zimmert et al., 2024; Roilo et al., 2024)

	Carbon Sequestration


	Woodland creation and peatland restoration.
	High (Considered the two actions most likely to enhance carbon sequestration).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	
	Conversion of arable land to grassland.
	High (Found to have the highest potential for sequestration in agricultural systems in a Czech study).
	(Svoboda et al., 2024)

	
	Reduced / No-tillage systems.
	Mixed / Variable (Results are highly variable and depend on other factors like residue retention).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	GHG Emissions / Air Quality

	Improved management and timing of slurry applications.
	High (Dilution of slurry can have "major benefits" for emissions).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	
	Using clover and legumes in swards to reduce Nitrogen fertiliser use.
	High (Can reduce the need for N fertiliser and lower GHG emissions).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	Soils

	Use of cover crops to prevent erosion.
	High (Shows "significant benefits" in preventing erosion).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	
	Use of cover crops to improve soil structure.
	Mixed / Variable (Needs to be used regularly over several years to succeed).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	Water Quality



	Creation of buffer strips along watercourses.
	High (There is "strong evidence" for reducing N and P losses and pesticide drift).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	
	Establishment of cover crops or weedy stubbles.
	High (Have been "shown to reduce N and P losses to water by up to 50%").
	(Emmett et al., 2023)

	
	Fencing to prohibit livestock access to riparian areas.
	Low (The magnitude of effect is "likely to be small" in comparison to field leaching).
	(Emmett et al., 2023)


[bookmark: _Toc201935220]*It is important to note that the "effectiveness" can be highly dependent on local conditions and management. 
6. Recommendations for AHDB
The literature review highlighted several common themes regarding barriers to scheme uptake. Based on these findings, the following recommendations to AHDB for supporting farmers and land managers can be drawn:
· Develop a ‘live’ up-to-date repository of available public and private schemes, delineated by sector, to make information more accessible.
· Provide ongoing assistance to help farmers navigate and ‘stack’ different scheme options to ensure their future plans are not jeopardised by enrolling in a single scheme.
· Continue work on demystifying and clarifying the role of carbon and BNG schemes, as the disconnect between farmer expectations and delivery is a major barrier.
· Facilitate farmer clusters or networks to enable peer-to-peer learning, which was cited as a key benefit and driver of uptake in a privately funded AES (Coyne et al., 2021).
· Create a system for collating and providing alerts for schemes with short application windows, which may otherwise be missed.
· Offer support to help farmers navigate the red tape and administrative burdens associated with scheme applications.
· Develop and share case studies with farmers to provide a feedback loop on scheme efficacy and showcase successful approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc199962586][bookmark: _Toc201935221]7. Conclusion
The overall aim of this review was to compare and contrast the effect of environmental schemes on farm business resilience for the four AHDB sectors. This resilience is defined by the capacity to maintain profitable operations, improve long-term environmental outcomes, and mitigate the impacts of climate change. While there is a range of schemes that can enable farmers to be more climate resilient, there is limited specific evidence on whether they improve farm financial resilience. The findings reveal that while these schemes are an essential part of the modern farm business, the landscape is complex, with significant variations in the risks and rewards offered by public and private funding.
Firstly, the financial resilience of farms is critically supported by public schemes, designed as a fundamental mechanism in the transition away from BPS. In a fluctuating political landscape, it is clear that without AES, economic resilience would be impeded. However, this support is challenged by significant instability. The abrupt cessation to new applicants this year of a pillar scheme such as SFI in England could have an economic fallout for those who had been intending to apply. Budget allocations will inevitably dictate how many can apply to a scheme and, as was seen from SFI, create a ‘cliff edge’ effect. Equally, changes to schemes from one year to the next where some options are removed or a location is deprioritised (as can happen with priority water catchments in water company-funded schemes), can create uncertainty and hinder forward planning. Other schemes have a very short application window and may not be well publicised meaning farmers may be missing out on relevant opportunities. Furthermore, there is a common perception that payments do not adequately cover all costs. Many capital grants only offer partial funding and are paid in arrears, which can create cash flow challenges and jeopardise resilience in the short term.
Private schemes, such as carbon or BNG, offer alternative income streams to enhance farmer resilience as well as being designed to provide wider environmental benefits. Although this review found little conclusive numbers as to the additional net returns likely for farmers (due to such heterogeneity of schemes and farms), the fact that the financial incentive is consistently cited as a key driver for scheme uptake suggests that AES, public and private, are key to enhancing farmer resilience. However, eligibility criteria for private schemes will likely dictate that only larger farms, those with enough land (often less productive land) to commit to the schemes, or those who can accept any associated financial risks linked to buffer payments and management fees can take advantage of these. For instance, supermarket schemes are typically exclusive to a small group of farmers in their supply chains , while bank-led schemes offering favourable loans still require the financial stability to afford repayments. Market forces are a factor in the carbon market where the unit list price p/tonne fluctuates. The integrity of some markets also remains a concern, with issues around ‘additionality’ and permanence yet to be fully rectified.
The concept of "stacking" payments by blending public and private schemes is an emerging opportunity, with government guidance explicitly allowing certain schemes to be combined, such as Nutrient Neutrality with Biodiversity Net Gain and carbon credits. This offers the potential for highly lucrative land use but is complex and requires expert advice to navigate the rules, including the core principle that farmers cannot receive public funding twice for the same action on the same land.
Secondly, regarding long-term environmental outcomes and climate resilience, both public and private schemes offer clear pathways for improvement. Many schemes promote leveraging ecosystem services over external inputs, which can consequently enhance economic resilience through financial savings. For instance, improved soil management can lead to higher productivity and better nutrient use, which can both reduce costs and improve profitability. Similarly, using species-rich pastures can reduce the need for expensive chemical fertilisers, while precision feeding of livestock can benefit both GHG emissions and profitability (Birnie et al., 2023). Using AES options to improve long-term environmental outcomes such as these is likely to augment farmer resilience overall. However, it is complex to determine the timeframes for these benefits, as time lags between actions and results may mean that immediate resilience is reduced before it improves over time.
In summary, farmers must navigate a strategic choice in a rapidly evolving landscape. Public schemes offer broad accessibility but are subject to political shifts and bureaucracy.  Private schemes present new income streams but demand long-term commitments and come with market risks and restrictive eligibility. The context-dependent nature of many actions must be considered (Emmett et al., 2023), and options should be adopted that are most suitable for the site and business objectives, with a view to longer-term resilience.
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