
The Scottish Food Coalition Discussion Series 

Food and the Environment 
The Scottish Government has set out its ambition that Scotland becomes a Good Food Nation, a 

country where people from every walk of life take pride and pleasure in, and benefit from, the food 

they buy, serve, and eat day by day. To deliver this vision the government will launch a consulta-

tion on a Good Food Nation Bill during 2017. As part of this process, it has committed to drawing 

on the expertise of civic society to develop and implement its good food policy.  

 

This discussion paper has been produced by the Soil Association Scotland and RSPB Scotland 

as part of our work with the Scottish Food Coalition. We believe the Good Food Nation Bill has 

the potential to deliver real change in the food system; one that delivers high levels of well-being, 

social justice and environmental stewardship now and for future generations. This discussion pa-

per focuses on food and the environment and how it can contribute to the delivery of a just tran-

sition to a better food system. Following on from the Scottish Food Coalition’s publication, Plenty: 

Food Farming and Health in a New Scotland, this is one of a series of discussion papers which 

explores cross-cutting issues relating to food, forming part of the Scottish Food Coalition’s contri-

bution to a national Good Food Conversation. 

Where are we now?  

Food matters. The way we produce, process, distribute and consume our food has implications 

for our environment, health, economy and culture. Scotland’s food model should be one that pro-

vides good food produced in sustainable ways. This discussion paper is about how we can pro-

duce food with few environmental impacts. Using the food journey from field to plate, it sets out 

steps we can take to making Scotland a ‘Good Food Nation’ and a leader in green farming.  

 

Scotland has made progress in reducing its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. However, much 

more needs to be done if we are to meet our world-leading climate change target by 2020 and 

how we produce our food matters. Agriculture accounts for nearly a quarter of Scotland’s total 

emissions (Scottish Government, 2016a), and our food system as a whole – from field to plate – 

accounts for around one third of all GHG emissions (Food Climate Research Network & WWF-

UK, 2010). 

 

Whilst there have been gains for our natural environment, largely as a result of EU legislation and 

investment in appropriate land management, the most recent assessments including the State of 

Nature 2016: Scotland (Hayhow et al., 2016) report show that, overall, biodiversity and ecosystem 

services* have declined. The report states that Scotland’s Biodiversity Intactness Index (BII) is at 

81.3%. BII values below 90% indicate that ecosystems may have fallen below the point at which 

they can reliably meet society’s needs. Increased use of chemical inputs including pesticides and 

fertilisers over the last 60 years, changes in land management practices, habitat loss and climate 

change are cited by our environmental agencies as the principal causes (Scottish Government, 

2016b: 41-48). 

 

 44% of ecosystem services delivered by Scottish habitats are in decline, with only 

16.5% improving. Within enclosed farmland habitats, wild species diversity, water supply, 

soil quality and regulation of climate, hazards, pests and diseases have shown deterioration 

*Ecosystem services: the processes by which the environment produces resources utlilised by humans such as clean air, water, food and materials 
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over the last 20 years, and the abundance of wild and domestic pollinators has also de-

clined (Scottish Government, 2016b).    

 Nine species of farmland birds which were once common in Scotland have de-

clined seriously in number e.g. kestrel (-77%), lapwing (-58%) and curlew (-49%) 

(Scottish Natural Heritage, 2015). Terrestrial birds are used as a key indicator for meas-

uring overall health of biodiversity.  

 Around 40% of Scottish surface waterbodies are at risk of not meeting water 

quality targets (Critchlow-Watton et al., 2014). 22 catchments have been identified 

where rising levels of diffuse pollution from agricultural sources could pose a risk to 

drinking water quality in supplies serving over 614,000 customers (Scottish Water 

2013).  

 Nearly a quarter of Scottish agriculture’s total GHG emissions come from nitrous 

oxide (Scottish Government, 2016a) which mainly arises from the application of syn-

thetic nitrogen-based fertiliser to arable soils and leaching (Defra, 2015). Further emis-

sions arise from food processing and manufacture, distribution and retail. 

 Scotland’s soils are a precious resource - just 8% of Scotland’s land is classed as 

suitable for arable crop production (James Hutton Institute, n.d.). It takes very little time 

to blow or wash away, but hundreds of years to replace. 

 75% of Scotland is under agricultural management of which 44% is identified as 

High Nature Value (HNV) (Scottish Government, 2016b). HNV farming and crofting 

face a range of pressures including low financial returns and pressure to intensify pro-

duction or conversely, to abandon it. 

 There is a large and growing body of scientific evidence that some pesticides 

(including those approved for use) are harmful to wildlife, ecosystems (Task Force 

on Systemic Persticides, n.d.) and human health (International Agency for Research on 

Cancer, 2014). 

 Over-use of antibiotics in farming contributes to antimicrobial resistance in humans 

and farm animals (Review on Antimicrobial Resistance, 2015). 

 Over one third of all food produced, sold and prepared for human consumption is 

never eaten (UNRIC, n.d.). Inputs used to produce the food are wasted not to mention 

the GHG emissions created through processing, storage, transportation and landfill. 

 

Scotland has an evolving range of policies to address many of the issues. The Scottish Gov-

ernment’s Land Use Strategy is the national plan which sets out the framework for land-

based businesses to work with nature and responsible stewardship of Scotland’s natural re-

sources for the benefit of Scottish society and prosperity. It underpins the ambitions set out in 

the discussion documents ‘The Future of Scottish Agriculture’ for a greener, innovative and 

profitable agriculture industry, and ‘Becoming a Good Food Nation’ for our food to be increas-

ingly environmentally sustainable and healthy.  

 

In addition, we have Organic Ambitions which sets out actions to grow organic food and farm-

ing, a biodiversity strategy which promotes HNV farming, a framework for protecting our soils 

and in development a strategy to protect pollinators, a new vision for our uplands and suite of 

proposals to reduce GHG emissions from farming. Crucially, shared and complementary  
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What are others doing well?  
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Nature-friendly farming systems including agroecological and organic farming practices are low 

input, low-intensity production systems which have a scientific evidence-base for protecting and 

enhancing the natural environment. By using fewer or no chemical inputs these farming systems 

generally support more biodiversity and produce less pollution and GHG emissions. For example, 

wildlife is 50% more abundant on organic farms than non-organic farms (Bengtsson, Ahnstrom & 

Weibull, 2005), organic farms support a third more species and soils which are managed organi-

cally release less GHG emissions than chemically fertilised soils (Skinner et al., 2014). The intro-

duction of wildlife-friendly management on non-organic arable farms has also been shown to 

have agricultural benefits and increase yield (Pywell et al., 2015). 

 

Agroecological and organic farming are gaining momentum around the world. European countries 

such as Switzerland and Germany have put producing food to high agroecological standards at 

the centre of their agricultural policies, and in France it has been enacted into legislation 

(Government of the French Republic, 2014). Across Europe the area of land managed organically 

and demand for organic food has continued to grow year-on-year over the last two decades. 

However, Scotland still lags well behind most of Europe in terms of the percentage of land man-

aged organically and market demand for organic food. 

What do we want? 

We want to see a transition to nature-friendly farming which produces enough good food to eat 

while mitigating climate change, enhancing biodiversity and reducing resource use. We want to 

see greener, healthier and fairer food chains which benefit the whole of society. We want Scot-

land to have a good food culture and diet, where everyone has access to heathy and sustainable 

food. 

How do we get there? 

+Calculation: AECS as a percentage of total annual Pillar 1 & Pillar 2 payments made for supporting agricultural & crofting activity. 
Total Pillar 1 (£438m) + Pillar 2 AECS (£46.8) LFASS (£65.5m) + AECS (£46.8m) + Crofting Assistance (£0.3m). 

Nature-friendly farming 

 

We need agroecological and organic farming to become much more widespread in Scot-

land and for all farmers everywhere to consider how such farming methods can be incor-

porated into their farming operations. Currently, just over 8% of payments made to Scottish 

farmers and crofters through the CAP is specifically for environmentally and climate friendly farm-

ing (Scottish Government, 2015)+. A transition to a payment system which redirects more of the 

budget (which is public money) to support sustainable farming, coupled with stimulating public 

demand for sustainable and healthy food, will help increase the area of Scottish farmland under 

agroecological and organic management. A new system should also include support for habitat 

creation and management in the wider countryside at a landscape level and protecting important 

objectives across all these and other relevant policies need to be joined-up to ensure integration 

and synergy and achieve the desired outcomes for becoming a Good Food Nation. 

http://agriculture.gouv.fr/sites/minagri/files/1604-aec-aeenfrance-dep-gb-bd1.pdf


conservation sites including SSSIs and Natura 2000. 

 

As well as organic and other agroecological farming systems, which are good for wildlife, Scot-

land also has a large area of HNV farming and crofting predominantly found in the Highlands and 

Islands. Constrained by the climate and soils, production methods in HNV areas are low input and 

follow traditional practices. As a result, HNV farming is associated with the maintenance of iconic 

landscapes, carbon storage in peaty soils, an abundance of wildlife and sustaining a rich cultural 

heritage. We need solutions to secure a long-term viable and sustainable future for HNV 

farming and crofting communities and the land they manage. 

  

Good soil management is vital everywhere. Healthy soils, rich in organic matter, are essential 

for food production and biodiversity, store huge amounts of carbon and are more resilient to 

floods and droughts. Seven Ways to Save our Soils in Scotland sets out a range of actions that all 

farmers and policy makers should adopt for good soil management. Scottish agriculture also 

needs to minimise its use of synthetic nitrogen-based fertilisers which are a major contribu-

tor to GHG emissions and source of diffuse pollution. Agroecological and organic practices help 

reduce emissions by using nitrogen fixing legumes and green manures in place of manufactured 

fertilisers while good grassland management can reduce the need for fertilisers but maintain yield. 

 

Animal welfare matters. Cattle and sheep livestock farming accounts for around 50% of Scot-

land’s agricultural output. High welfare livestock systems including extensive grassland rearing 

and organic are less dependent on antibiotic use because animals spend more time outdoors, 

have more space, more of a natural diet and in the case of organic must have animal health plans 

which promote high standards for animal health and welfare. These plans focus on using animal 

husbandry skills to prevent disease and over-use of antibiotics, save money and achieve better 

environmental outcomes (Animal Health Planning System, n.d.). 

 

More investment in research, development and innovation for organic, other agroecologi-

cal and HNV farming systems is needed to further improve their economic performance, and to 

find environmentally sustainable solutions for issues such as pest control which affect all farmers. 

Knowledge, skills and training programmes and an expert advisory service are also essen-

tial to mainstream best practice for sustainable farming and high standards of environmental 

stewardship across the whole of Scottish farming. These recommendations are also made in a 

recent major study of agroecological systems commissioned by the UK’s Nature Conservation 

agencies including SNH (Lampkin et al., 2015). Ultimately, we need to maintain and ensure 

effective implementation and enforcement of all existing domestic and EU legislation and 

regulations which protect and enhance our environment, promote healthy and sustainable 

food and farming and ensure food safety.  

 

Greener, healthier and fairer food chains 

 

In the developed world, food’s post farm-gate GHG emissions account for around 50% of its car-

bon footprint (Garnett, 2010). Shorter food chains should reduce emissions associated with trans-

portation (12%) and refrigeration which accounts for around 15% of food’s total carbon footprint 

across all stages of the food chain (Garnett, 2008). 
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Our current food system is dominated by big food companies which have a monopoly over choice 

and price. We need more famers, crofters and growers - including new entrants - producing 

food (veg, fruit and livestock produce for human consumption) and selling direct, or 

through local SMEs, to communities for example using farmers’ markets, cooperatives and 

local shops - reconnecting our towns and cities with sustainable local food production.  

This needs to be supported by investment in supply chain infrastructure; collaborative actions 

which encourage SMEs to cooperate to improve collection and distribution channels; improving 

energy and resource efficiency; using cleaner and renewable energy e.g. purchased green en-

ergy; and business development activities which help SMEs to effectively engage with retailers 

and caterers.  

 

Sustainable Food Cities (SFC) is an exemplar of a UK place-based model which encourages pub-

lic, private and third sector organisations and local communities to work together to improve their 

food systems and tackle environmental, social and economic issues. 45 cities and areas across 

the UK including Glasgow and Edinburgh have achieved SFC status and set-up cross-sector part-

nerships. More urban and rural areas across Scotland should be supported to adopt the 

Sustainable Food Cities model. 

 

National and local government should show leadership in the way they procure ‘public 

food’ for schools, hospitals, care homes, work-place canteens etc. Public procurement of 

local and sustainable food offers one of the most effective mechanisms for driving transformation 

in food production and supply – helping to create shorter, greener and fairer supply chains and 

supporting local jobs, businesses and communities by engaging them in the procurement proc-

ess. This has worked well through the Food for Life Catering Mark award scheme and in 

neighbouring countries like Denmark and France.  

 

In Copenhagen a close partnership between the city council and a non-commercial foundation, 

Copenhagen House of Food, developed an innovative approach for increasing organic food in 

public canteens. Instead of replacing conventional ingredients with organic ingredients, Copenha-

gen House of Food placed an emphasis on creating balanced diet plans using less meat, more 

vegetables, purchasing in-season and reducing waste by 50%. The result: healthier, organic, cli-

mate-friendly meals, and pride among the 1,700 kitchen staff. France has passed a law requiring 

all of the nation’s public institutions to source at least 40% of their food locally from certified sus-

tainable sources by 2020 (Assemblée National, 2015). 

 

Good food culture and diet 

 

To transform the way Scotland farms, we need to transform Scotland’s food culture and diet, and 

create greener and fairer food systems which provide everyone with the right to eat sustainable 

food that is climate-friendly, healthy, nutritious and produced as locally as possible to high ethical, 

environmental and animal welfare standards. 

 

Food education - including curricular, vocational, community-based and public-facing 

campaigns - is also vital to engendering good food behaviours and food choices for the 

environment and public health. Many European countries are using organic farming to drive 

sustainable, productive and profitable agriculture, whilst creating public demand for organic food 
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13% making up total food sales in the city and 90% of food served in the city’s public institutions 

is organic. Sweden reported an extraordinary leap of 40% in total organic sales in 2014, and Den-

mark has the highest organic market share in the world at 7.6%. 

 

Training and continuous professional development should be supported throughout the 

supply chain: farmers sharing best practice for sustainable production techniques in a changing 

climate; small food businesses learning vital skills to make their venture a success; caterers ac-

quiring the know-how to make their menus more healthy and sustainable while staying within 

budget; and kitchen staff learning new food preparation skills.  

 

Changing our behaviour around food will also be vital to reducing food’s GHG emissions. Scot-

tish households throw away 600,000 tonnes of food every year – nearly a third of all 

household waste. Eliminating this food waste would save the equivalent of at least 17 million 

tonnes of carbon dioxide, the same benefit as taking 1 in every 4 cars off our roads (Love Food 

Hate Waste, n.d.). Some recent studies also identify reducing consumption of energy intensive 

foods – including processed food, red meat and dairy products – as priority actions to reduce 

food’s environmental impact. Giving everyone the skills, knowledge, confidence and access 

to eat healthy and sustainable food will be an essential ingredient for becoming a ‘Good 

Food Nation’. 
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How do we measure progress? 

The Scottish Government uses a set of indicators to measure progress towards meeting its Land 

Use Strategy objectives. We need to ensure this data gathering continues and positive progress 

is made in three key areas:   

 

 Improvement in the condition of ecosystems services: soil fertility, water quality, pollination 

etc. 

 Reduction in GHG emissions and diffuse pollution from Scottish agriculture. 

 Increase in HNV farmland and farmland biodiversity, and improvement in the condition of 

protected sites. 

 

However, more work needs to be done to develop meaningful and measurable indicators for the 

post-farmgate sustainability of food.  

About the Scottish Food Coalition 
 
We are a civil society coalition working on food in Scotland. We are made up of established organi-
sations working on the environment, poverty, health, workers’ rights, food production and animal 
welfare. We have come together in recognition that the problems in our current food system are 
interconnected and cannot be changed by focusing on a single issue. 
 
We are calling for a just transition to a better food system. 
 
This coalition wants to see a vibrant and thriving food sector and food culture that puts people and 
the natural environment at its heart. We believe a successful food system is one that delivers high 
levels of well-being, social justice and environmental stewardship now and for future generations, 
in Scotland and abroad. 

http://organicdenmark.com/organics-in-denmark/facts-and-figures
http://organicdenmark.com/organics-in-denmark/facts-and-figures
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Countryside/Landusestrategy/Landusestrategy
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Countryside/Landusestrategy/Monitoring/Indicator5
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Countryside/Landusestrategy/Monitoring/Indicator6
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Countryside/Landusestrategy/Monitoring/Indicator1
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Countryside/Landusestrategy/Monitoring/Indicator4
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Countryside/Landusestrategy/Monitoring/Indicator7
http://www.snh.gov.uk/protecting-scotlands-nature/protected-areas/site-condition-monitoring/favourable-condition-targets/
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