 Sub-matter 1C/Farming & Rural Issues Group (7629)

FARMING & RURAL ISSUES GROUP (FRIG) SUBMISSION

The Farming & Rural Issues Group brings together the majority of the land based organisations operating within the South East.  These include (among others) the British Agricultural & Garden Machinery Association, the Country Land & Business Association, the Forestry & Timber Association, the National Farmers’ Union, the Tenant Farmers’ Association, and the Federation of Young Farmers’ Clubs. It was formed shortly after SEERA and SEEDA were established, and was formally recognised by SEEDA and the Regional Office of MAFF as an authoritative voice of the region’s land based industries.  The Defra team within GOSE (which succeeded MAFF) have also given the Group formal recognition from the time that they were created out of MAFF.

It could be argued that the Group approaches the issue of climate change from a perspective that is primarily commercial.  There can be no doubt that farmers in the south east do stand to benefit from growing renewable energy crops.  The Group considers that those benefits would also extend to many of the ancillary rural businesses that service the agricultural industry in the region.    

The Group believe strongly that the land based sector is probably the only industry within the region which has the capacity to actually deliver sustainability to the economy of the South East.  

The Group are of the view that the SE Plan does not spell out clearly enough the scope for using the natural resources of the region to mitigate climate change.   

The Group is aware of the recognition given within the SE Plan to the quality of the region’s landscapes (as indicated by the number of AONBs and the recent designation of a National Park) and the extent to which the farmed countryside can enhance that landscape and the biodiversity within it.  

However the Plan does not seem to recognise the extent to which it will be costly - and in the long term potentially contentious politically – to sustain such a landscape through publicly funded measures.  These measures currently consist of the Single Farm Payment (made to most farmers in relation to their previous claims), the Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) scheme, and the Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) scheme.   The latter is a successor regime to the Countryside Stewardship and Environmentally Sensitive Area schemes.

Already there are clear indications that Treasury funding for HLS is insufficient to support the volume and scale of very worthwhile applications being submitted by farmers.  This may lead to such HLS funding as is available being directed primarily to areas which have a landscape designation such as an AONB or National Park.  The implications for other non-designated areas are unfavourable to both the viability of sustainable farming systems, biodiversity, and the landscape. 

Global competitiveness within agricultural markets is likely to increase following enlargement of the EU and changes to the CAP.   Employment costs (combined with the difficulty of finding - and housing - farm staff) and the high price of land (particularly exacerbated within the region by amenity considerations) militate against the competitiveness of many family farms in the South East. 

Biomass: The South East of England has a very high percentage of woodland on farms and hence a considerable capacity to produce “woody biomass” for heat or power - or both (as in Combined Heat & Power schemes).  Much of that woodland is currently unmanaged.  For many years the practise of coppicing (cutting all growth back to ground level on a cyclical basis) was widespread across the region especially in relation to sweet chestnut and hazel woods. Current trials indicate that where such woodland is again coppiced (and the wood chipped to meet the requirements of heating and generating systems) it not only meets local needs, but also contributes to significant climate change mitigation - as compared with oil fired systems.  

The growing of material for regionally produced energy - by farms across the SE - offers both a sustainable solution to the demand for cleaner fuels and the prospect of new outlets that could (a) keep more family farming businesses commercially viable and (b) contribute to the wider rural economy.   Para 11.14 (page 127) does clearly acknowledge this in respect of biomass.

The House of Commons Select Committee on Environment Food and Rural Affairs in its Eighth Report (Climate Change: The Role of Bioenergy) spells out “ . . . that the UK lags behind other countries in its efforts to promote bioenergy”.   It goes on to say that “Our conclusions in this report emphasise the role that action at local level has to play in establishing the generation and use of bioenergy on a commercial scale”.   Our Group submits that this well researched and carefully considered view should be better reflected within the SE Plan.  

As such the Group seeks a more positive commitment within the Plan to link energy from locally produced biomass to future residential and commercial development across the region.

Biofuels: Just as the SE region is well supplied with woodland so also is it well endowed with cultivatable land.  Arable production takes place across virtually all of the region, and in only a few areas such as the New Forest is it not practicable.  This gives the region a capacity to grow crops suitable for the replacement of non-sustainable (and climate change inducing) fossil fuel supplies.  The production of biofuels is currently at a very low level within the region.  However in other parts of the UK significant developments are underway to construct the infrastructure for meeting increased market demand (such as the biodiesel plant in Humberside).  

Best practise is demonstrated within the UK but not in the SE region. Somerset County Council – together with Avon & Somerset Constabulary, Ford Motor Company, the Energy Savings Trust, Wessex Water, and Wessex Grain – has developed a scheme to establish the use of biofuels.   Plans are under way in the SW to produce an 85% bioethanol (E85) fuel from locally grown grain.  

The SE Plan seems to our Group to ignore the natural resources available within the region and as such fails to identify strengths on which renewable energy policies might be built.

London: The Group is aware of the policies developing within the Greater London Authority to achieve cleaner air (including the creation of Low Emission Zones) and believes that the SE region is in an exceptionally good position to act as a preferred and local supplier of renewable fuels to the capital.  The Plan does not appear to take this into account.  

London’s aspirations in terms of clean air are set out within London Climate Change Agency documents www.london.gov.uk/mayor/environment/energy/climate-change/index.jsp 
 Policy CC2: The Group regards Policy CC2 as a missed opportunity for creating real accountability about making climate change mitigation happen.

The Group regrets that para (iv) of CC2 does not specify that renewable energy materials need to come from local sources if they are to be genuinely sustainable.  To take a simplistic example little is gained if they come from areas of South American rain forest that have been felled for that purpose.

The Group links this Policy with EN1.  It sees EN1 as too weakly worded and insufficiently reflective of the benefits that can accrue from a more robust approach.   

In EN1 the Group  believes that the word “encourage” should be replaced by “require” throughout the Policy, and that the third paragraph should read “A proactive approach towards the implementation of this policy should (not may) involve . . . etc” followed by the measures for implementation. 

The Group is not qualified to take a collective view on questions IC2 and 3.

In relation to question 1C.4 the Group takes the view that the Plan is not a coherent strategy as it fails to recognise the resources available within the region to provide renewable energy and the extent to which utilisation of those resources could both strengthen the rural economy and be an effective form of climate change mitigation.

The Group suggests that the barriers to behavioural change - necessary for significant climate change mitigation - are more likely to be reduced if those on whom they impact can see that alternative supplies of energy are from local sources.    Linking an alternative non-fossil fuel product to its local source would seem a more acceptable way of weaning energy consumers away from the existing sources of supply.  In some ways this is analogous to the creation of a robust demand for local food which has emerged over recent years. The Plan appears to show no recognition of the extent to which local sources of energy (such as the District and Neighbourhood systems in Denmark) are more likely to resonate favourably with energy users.

The Farming & Rural Issues Group wishes to conclude its submission with a quotation from the House of Commons EFRA Committee:

“Climate Change is a long-term concern but action is needed today. Bioenergy is only one part of the many faceted solution to the pressing problem of climate change, but we must make use of all the measures available to us.  If the UK is to be a credible leader, setting the global agenda for tackling climate change, the Government must take every opportunity to reduce domestic carbon emissions.  Bioenergy represents one of the most significant such opportunities available today”. 

Our Group sees inadequate recognition of these views within the SE Plan.
