Written response to the Climate Change, Environment and Rural Affairs Committee
Report: ‘The Welsh Government’s proposed Sustainable Farming Scheme: Restoring
Biodiversity

Recommendation 1

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government must ensure that the restoration of biodiversity is a key priority of its
proposed Sustainable Farming Scheme.

Response: Accept

The maintenance and enhancement of ecosystems by building resilient ecological networks
must be central to future land management policy if we are to achieve the level of action
needed to maintain and restore nature across Wales. The proposed Sustainable Farming
Scheme is being developed based on the concept of Sustainable Land Management and in
accordance with the legislative and policy framework established by the WFG Act and the
Environment (Wales) Act 2016. Accordingly, it is proposed the scheme will support
outcomes to maintain and enhance biodiversity, and develop resilient ecological networks.

The next phase of work must be to focus on the detail of how we are to achieve this, which
we intend to do by developing our proposals set out in Sustainable Farming and our Land.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 2

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government’s proposed scheme should include outcomes that are informed by
the latest data and evidence on biodiversity and should be focused on species, habitat, and
landscape.

Response: Accept in principle

As highlighted in the Committee’s report, we will need to consider acting at the right scale
for delivering the various outcomes we seek to achieve.

We propose utilising evidence including from the Environment and Rural Affairs Monitoring
and Modelling Programme (ERAMMP), the State of Natural Resources Report (SoNaRR),
the Area Statements being produced by Natural Resources Wales (NRW) and other
sources such as the evaluations of previous schemes and other scheme examples from
outside of Wales.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.



Recommendation 3

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should clarify how the Sustainable Farming Scheme will work
alongside other policies and initiatives aimed at restoring biodiversity.

Response: Accept in principle

We cannot provide this clarity at the present time as it is too early in the design process.
However, we will ensure it is aligned with other policy priorities and proposals such as the
new National Forest, and the actions identified in the Nature Recovery Action Plan which is
being refreshed at present.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 4

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should explain how it intends to monitor and assess the scheme’s
impact in relation to biodiversity.

Response: Accept in principle

The monitoring and assessment of the proposed Sustainable Farming Scheme’s impact in
relation to biodiversity will be developed as part of the detailed scheme design process. As
this process is still ongoing, | am unable to provide this detailed explanation at present.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 5

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should undertake an assessment of the resources, including
staffing, that will be required to deliver its proposed approach to advisory services. This
assessment should include projections for the first five years of the scheme.

Response: Accept

An assessment of the resources required to deliver the proposed approach to advisory
services will form part of the detailed scheme design process. | am interested in exploring
communication methods and digital opportunities to provide advice and support in as
efficient yet meaningful a manner as possible. However, as the scheme design process is
still ongoing, | am unable to provide a more detailed assessment at present.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational

model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 6

The Committee recommends



The Welsh Government should clarify how it intends to ensure that sufficient, appropriately
trained, advisers are in place by the time of the proposed scheme’s launch. The Welsh
Government should clarify whether it expects any existing organisation to take on the
advisory service.

Response: Accept in principle

The consultation for the scheme has recently closed and it is necessary for us to carefully
consider responses as part of the proposed scheme design process before we start
proposing delivery models.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational

model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 7

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should explain how it will ensure that users of its proposed scheme
have appropriate access to skills development and training. It should also set out its
estimates of the costs arising from such training and clarify how they will be met.

Response: Accept in principle

Key to an outcome focused approach where the farmer is empowered to make more of their
own management decisions, are the right skills to understand and deliver the various
outcomes we are seeking.

We have proposed access to training and skills will be an important element of support. We
will need to explore the best ways of providing this — through demonstration farms, peer to
peer knowledge transfer networks, or through more formal processes. However, as the
proposed scheme design process is ongoing, | am unable to provide detailed information
and cost estimates at present.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 8

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should provide details about how it will, in the short term “retain and
clarify existing arrangements” in relation to a regulatory framework. This should include an
explanation of how its proposed approach will restore biodiversity.

Response: Accept in principle

The Welsh Government intends to maintain current arrangements until a new regulatory
framework is implemented via the proposed Agriculture (Wales) Bill. This will ensure there is
no weakening of current standards and enforcement during the transition from current to
future regulatory frameworks. A large number of existing RDP contracts, designed to
address specific biodiversity objectives, will also continue.



While a new regulatory framework is developed, we intend to outline in straightforward
terms the current regulatory requirements in a number of areas, including on biodiversity.
This means farmers will be clear what action they must take to meet the law in relation to
biodiversity.

Any future proposals will be shaped by the duties and principles outlined in the Wellbeing of
Future Generations (Wales) Act and the Environment (Wales) Act. We intend to engage
with Natural Resources Wales and Stakeholders to ensure measures are included in
proposals for a future regulatory baseline which are designed to maintain and enhance
biodiversity.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 9

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should ensure that the proposed Sustainable Farming Scheme
rewards farmers for existing good practice.

Response: Accept

Where existing good practice is delivering the outcomes we seek, it is important we should
recognise and reward this.

Beyond this, we propose to continue to look for further opportunities beyond existing land
management practices to achieve additional beneficial outcomes where feasible.

However it will be important to ensure standards for ‘existing good practice’ are clearly
defined.

Financial Implications — Until the proposed scheme has been designed, an operational
model has been devised and a future budget is secured from UK Government | am unable
to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 10

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government must strike a balance between ensuring the Scheme is accessible
and also sufficiently ambitious to restore biodiversity. Decisions on where to set the
regulatory baseline should be based on evidence.

Response: Accept

Decisions regarding the regulatory baseline for the proposed scheme will be based on
thorough evaluation of evidence. We will continue to engage with a wide range of
stakeholders in order to inform our decisions including those with expertise on nature
conservation and land managers who have experience and knowledge of their land. We
propose to only fund activities where there is evidence they contribute to the outcomes we
seek as part of the proposed Scheme. We propose these funded activities must deliver
over and above the regulatory baseline.

The development of the proposed scheme will aim to balance the interests of farmers and
land managers with the wider Welsh public interest in protecting our natural resources. As
set out in Sustainable Farming and our Land, we will be guided by the principles and
obligations in the Environment (Wales) Act and the WFG Act.



Financial Implications —

Until the proposed scheme has been designed, and any changes to regulatory baselines
have been confirmed, | am unable to determine financial implications.

Recommendation 11

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should publish its response to Lord Bew’s review of the allocation
of farming support in the UK up to 2020.

Response: Accept

The Bew review of the intra-UK allocation of domestic farm support funding has now
concluded and the final report was published on 6 September. This included published
contributions from the Welsh Government and other Welsh stakeholders. As this was a
report commissioned by and for the UK Government (who have responded), the Welsh
Government will not respond formally. However | welcome the recommendations and
subsequent commitments to additional funding for Welsh agriculture.

The topic is extremely important for Wales, so it was essential for Lord Bew to consider the
Welsh perspective throughout the course of the review. The review panel visited Wales on
multiple occasions to meet with Welsh stakeholders.

Financial Implications - Lord Bew’'s main recommendation was to allocate an additional
€6.12m to Wales and €60.42m to Scotland over the 2020-2022 period. The UK Government
issued their response to the Bew Report on the same day, agreeing to the
recommendations including the additional €6.12m for Welsh agriculture. Officials are
currently working with the UK Government to clarify exactly how and when Wales will
receive the money.

Recommendation 12

The Committee recommends

The Welsh Government should report back to the Committee on the latest inter-
Governmental discussions on a sustainable mechanism to allocate farm support after 2020.

Response: Accept

At this time, there remains a significant concern around the total available budget for future
agricultural support in Wales. While the current UK Government has made high-level
guarantees to protect farm support funding to 2022, there is no clarity on either the amount
of funding thereafter or how it will be allocated between the four administrations of the UK.
However, the guarantees received so far may be impacted by the results of the upcoming
General Election.

We will report back once clarity has been received from the UK Government.

Financial Implications — Welsh Ministers are clear leaving the EU should not mean any
reduction in the funding available to Wales, and the Welsh Government continue to press
the UK Government for clarity on funding and funding mechanisms.





