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Foreword
The pandemic has forced Government to be reactive and to make policy quickly. Now, as the vaccine is rolled out, we have an opportunity to take time and make evidence-based policy, to ensure that 
the next parliament puts in place the building blocks for our long-term economic, social, and environmental prosperity, and a nature-based recovery that reinvigorates our rural economy and business-
es to save and create jobs. Allied to this there is a need to reduce the regulatory burden for business to allow them to flourish, and to enhance the lives of those in rural communities.

Rural life is integrated. The economic is often the personal. Rural policy, be it social, economic or environmental has to be viewed through the one lens. Much like a Rubik’s cube - changes to one ele-
ment of rural policy impact other areas and it is important to take a holistic view to ensure that all areas can succeed and thrive together.  In isolation, issues such as carbon sequestration, biodiversity 
gain, land reform, rural housing and land management policy cannot deliver the benefits we all want to see. 

Our Manifesto will highlight the policy changes we need to help rural Scottish businesses, communities and our natural environment thrive. 

Scottish Land & Estates (SLE) is a membership organisation representing rural businesses, land managers and owners. We are progressive and inclusive in outlook, working with Government and 
communities, seeking to promote sustainable and ethical business practices and policy that benefits our members and the communities they serve.

We support landowners and managers to recognise their role and the responsibilities that come with it. To ensure not maximum profitability, but maximum economic, social and environmental value. 

Our members make a significant contribution to rural Scotland - providing housing, skilled jobs and playing a key role in the delivery of national and local government objectives on climate change and 
biodiversity.

We have an opportunity to re-energise rural Scotland, for people, jobs and nature. Our members 
are ready to go. Keen to continue working in partnership with Government and communities. To 
drive a recovery, not just of the economy but also of our social structures and nature. 
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People Our members are at the heart of their rural communities. We believe rural businesses, land managers and 
owners can flourish together with communities. To make rural Scotland a better place, where people can 
live, work and thrive in their communities, we are calling for: 

A new strategy to tackle fly-tipping

Raised awareness of the need for responsible access

Fly-tipping is more than an eyesore. It has serious social, environmental, economic and 
health implications for our rural communities and it is a crime. During the pandemic, 
fly-tipping issues increased as local authority waste and recycling centres were closed or 
queued. Even after re-opening, significant problems remain.

Farmers and landowners find themselves in a vicious cycle of costly clean ups and are forced 
as victims to bear the financial burden of waste crime, as well as the time to manage and 
dispose of the waste safely, often with no support from Local Authorities. We are pleased, 
that after representation from SLE and others, the Scottish Government has agreed to give 
equal weight to fly tipping in its forthcoming litter strategy. This new strategy should include 
an end to landowner liability for clearing fly-tipping, which would in turn encourage Local 
Authorities to take action to prevent and reduce instances of fly-tipping.

We need innovative approaches to improve and support efforts to prevent, detect and 
prosecute fly-tipping offences. Tougher penalties must be considered for repeat and serious 
offenders. 

A comprehensive fly-tipping plan will be warmly welcomed for communities in rural Scotland, 
who at times have felt like they were on the frontline of a crisis without support. 

Our members welcome visitors from across Scotland. They want more people to enjoy our 
nation’s natural beauty. However, with rights come responsibilities and during the pandemic, 
some visitors have not treated the land and rural communities with respect. Managing the 
problems associated with visitors became a huge challenge in 2020, but problems existed 
prior to the pandemic. 

The people of Scotland need to hear a coherent and consistent message about what 
responsible access is and how people can play their part in protecting Scotland’s habitats and 
scenery when visiting rural areas. There needs to be significant long-term investment, both 
in infrastructure, such as public toilets and parking provisions as well as jobs created through 
increased roles for access officers. To guide and encourage responsible behaviour and, to 
ensure a positive experience for all living, working and visiting rural Scotland.

There is too little in the Curriculum for Excellence related to outdoor awareness and 
caring for our countryside. There is a lack of knowledge of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code, 
which must be better promoted as well as updated and modernised to take account of new 
technology such as e-bikes and drones. We need to use different ways of reaching the new 
groups of visitors, using less traditional messaging and methods of communication.

Our outdoor access services are underfunded, and without the changes we have outlined 
our valuable landscapes and wildlife are at risk, along with the safety of visitors and rural 
residents.



People
A “Rural First” infrastructure strategy to widen and improve 
access to connectivity
If we did not already know it, the pandemic has taught us that we cannot be without the 
internet. For work, education and much of our socialising we are reliant on good broadband. 
However, despite improvements in recent years, connectivity remains a major issue in rural 
communities. As we continue to rebuild our lives, it is clear that many habits and working 
practices have changed for the long term and require good connectivity. 

Access to broadband in rural Scotland still lags far behind urban areas. We need a “Rural 
First” infrastructure strategy, with expansion of broadband to even the most isolated 
communities as its central goal, to ensure rural communities are no longer at a disadvantage. 

This will enable greater flexibility for rural workforces and allow them to work from home just 
as easily as their urban counterparts, reducing climate change causing transport emissions. 
It will end the disadvantage young people in our communities have faced due to an inability 
to access education on a level playing field. We hope greater connectivity can help reverse 
depopulation trends in our rural communities to ensure that everyone who wants to can live, 
work and thrive in the rural communities they grew up in. 

Rural road and transport infrastructure also lags behind. Our communities need their roads 
upgraded to reduce travel times, as well as enhanced provision of public transport. 

An evidence-based approach to Land Reform
Evidence clearly shows large scale landownership as beneficial to our communities, economy 
and environment. Large landowners and managers are central to Scotland meeting its 
climate change and biodiversity targets, providing affordable housing, employment and 
meeting the business infrastructure needs of many rural communities.

Yet frequently landowners are singled out for unwarranted criticism. These rural businesses 
demonstrate time and time again the far-reaching contribution they make to rural Scotland. 
Landowners provide affordable housing, jobs, bring benefits to the environment, and help 
isolated rural communities thrive. Knowing this and having seen the evidence, we urge the 
Government to take a balanced, proportionate and evidence led approach to future policy 
and legislation, and ensure that delivery of wide ranging national and local benefits are not 
jeopardised.

SLE’s membership has voluntarily acted on The Scottish Land Commission’s 
recommendations through the Land Rights and Responsibilities Statement, with numerous 
best practice examples up and down the country. This has been widely recognised by the 
Land Commissioners, with very few examples of bad practice available. On this basis we 
believe the Land Rights and Responsibilities protocols should remain the primary focus, with 
the appropriate time afforded to measure its impact before any further legislation is 
considered.

Scotland’s Climate Assembly has called for a balance between the needs of landowners and 
that of community; we feel this is a sensible approach that can drive positive change 
without the need for excessive and burdensome legislation. Areas such as the Land Rights 
and Responsibilities protocols deliver much of this voluntarily, fostering positive ongoing 
relationships based on solid foundations whilst avoiding unnecessary friction.



People

Extra funding for mental health, to tackle rural isolation

Revise current EPC and energy efficiency methodology to ensure 
we retain affordable rural homes for local renters

Mental health issues impact people in communities across Scotland, but isolation can be a 
particularly acute problem for people in rural communities. This has always been an issue, 
but it has been exacerbated by the pandemic.  

We have been forced to spend more time apart from the loved ones we don’t live with, and 
when communities are as spread out as they are in much of rural Scotland, that means many 
people are spending their days alone.  

We would propose a long-term commitment to funding mental health support, through 
greater funding for organisations such as the Rural Mental Health Forum and RSABI, to 
support those with mental health issues in rural communities. We are also calling for 
funding for training for “Mental Health First Aid”, to provide the knowledge and skills we 
need to identify and help people who may be struggling.  Longstanding problems caused by 
rural isolation, need a long term commitment from the Government to solve. 

Good quality affordable housing is a cornerstone of successful rural communities. We 
support a transition to a low carbon housing sector but current EPC and energy efficiency 
methodology risks driving affordable rented accommodation off the market. The criteria used 
by the methodology is not fit for purpose and must be revised. 

EPCs must be calculated to ensure they accurately reflect energy consumption and include a 
realistic and appropriate list of recommended improvements for older, off grid rural 
properties. Currently if a boiler needs replaced the methodology would suggest choosing oil 
or gas over renewable sources, which shows a lack of long-term thinking in the plans. 

The situation is very serious. Our members also tell us many assessors are not sufficiently 
trained to understand tradition and rural properties when carrying out reviews. That they 
will recommend upgrades that are simply not realistic without significant increases to rents, 
increases our members are not prepared to ask their tenants to pay. There is a real risk that 
this policy could lead to less affordable homes available in rural areas, as the “improvements” 
are not cost effective or sustainable.



Jobs Throughout the pandemic our members’ priority has been to save jobs. For many rural businesses, the relationship 
goes beyond employee-employer, with long family ties and friendships common in our communities. Rural businesses 
recognise that their greatest asset is the people they employ, and they recognise the importance to the local

Using public procurement powers to support domestically 
produced food

“Rural Proofing” all regulations and legislation
The needs of urban and rural Scotland do not always align. We understand that 
predominantly urban problems have to be addressed, but care must be taken to ensure it is 
done so on a targeted, proportionate basis. It must not threaten the aspirations of rural 
businesses or the jobs of their workers. To this end, we support a full review of the 
implications of upcoming legislation for business and jobs on the rural economy. 

This has been particularly relevant to our tourism sector in recent months, and specifically 
the licensing of short-term lets. The impacts and needs of rural tourism are significantly 
different from those in an urban setting. Care is needed to ensure that there are no 
unintended consequences of legislation designed to tackle urban issues, negatively impacting 
rural business during this crucial period of recovery.

In Scotland we have one of the best farming and agricultural sectors in the world. Great strain 
has been placed on our farmers by the pandemic, but they have persevered. Our food 
standards, both with respect to quality and the environmental standards they meet, are the 
envy of many countries.

We need to value high quality Scottish produce. It is the best option for the health of our 
people, it supports our rural communities and it is produced in ways which minimise the 
impact on the environment and nature. Our public sector should lead the way in promoting 
our produce through public procurement tendering practices.

Doing so would ensure that we can fully trust the production and environmental standards 
our food is produced to, while creating a cascade benefit of investment in rural Scotland 
throughout the supply chain.

community of continuing to provide jobs. Jobs that keep the families in our communities, keep schools open and support local shops and 
services. Over the course of the last 12 months, land-based businesses have fought hard to keep employees in work because it is the right 
thing to do from both a moral and a business perspective. In addition, our members provide land and properties for other businesses and 
commercial interests. Their role in creation opportunity for and support to small businesses is often overlooked. As we recover from the 
pandemic we urge the next Government to re-energise our rural economy and support our members in retaining and creating jobs by: 



Jobs A simplified planning system and funding for the new homes 
that rural Scotland needs

Tax incentives and funding for creating new jobs and 
training opportunities

As mentioned, preserving jobs has been the focus of our rural businesses throughout this 
pandemic, but they want to go further. They are ready to rebuild and create new jobs. For 
this aspiration to become a reality we have to re-energise our rural economy and ensure 
recovery is not stifled.

As we emerge from the pandemic the next Government must ensure that it does not choke 
the rural recovery, but instead supports rural business to expand and to grow. To this end, we 
call on the government to offer tangible incentives for rural businesses to grow through tax 
incentives.

We believe businesses should be supported to make ethical and sustainable choices in the 
tax system and that industries central to our climate recovery and rural economies such as 
hydropower are supported and not hindered by burdensome rates.

Our members are as ambitious for the young people in rural communities as they are for 
themselves. To this end we support an expansion of the Skills Matching Service to other rural 
sectors, to fulfil the potential of our young people and build the skilled workforce our 
members need. This should be implemented along with a new fund to support a new 
generation of Rural Entrepreneurs, our young people should not have to leave home to fulfil 
their aspirations. Everyone in our rural communities should be supported to live, work and 
thrive in the communities they have grown up in. A program of well thought out taxation 
policies and business support grants could act as a stimulus for rural employment and 
energise a truly green recovery. 

We can all see that rural Scotland needs more homes. We represent members who provide 
housing in some of Scotland’s most isolated communities. They strive to be responsible 
landlords, providing safe and good-quality homes at an affordable rate in areas where social 
housing provision is difficult to come by and expensive.

We must have a planning and funding system in place that supports our members to 
deliver new homes and gives them the ability to alter existing homes to make them fit for 
purpose for the future.

The planning system must be streamlined to encourage investment and appropriate 
development. To enable rural communities to thrive and build resilience, laws around change 
of use must be simplified to allow for regeneration and adaptation in the countryside, and 
flexible policies should be adopted to encourage small-scale rural economic development. 
The Rural Housing and Island Housing Funds should be reviewed to encourage more uptake, 
and a long-term commitment put in place to ensure continued support.



Nature Rural Scotland is unique in its beauty, and its potential to put nature at the heart of both an economic 
recovery and the climate emergency response. It should not be lost on policy makers that Scotland was 
able to set ambitious climate change targets because of its natural capital. Land managers and owners are

Greater public and private funding to meet our climate change 
and biodiversity targets

Offering additional funding to manage Invasive Non-Native 
Species (INNS)

INNS are a real threat to our nature-based recovery. They present a key threat to our biodi-
versity because they spread quickly, spread disease, alter habitats, and out compete native 
species for food and space. Once they become established they are difficult and costly to 
eradicate. Land managers must be supported to tackle this threat and eradicate species 
where this is feasible.

The prevalence of the grey squirrel in much of Central Scotland, in the forests and habitats 
that were once that of the red squirrels is just one example of what can happen to Scotland’s 
native species if this conservation threat is not taken seriously.

Our members are on the front line of conservation. They know rural Scotland, its wildlife and 
biodiversity. If resourced properly, they will be able to provide a rapid and targeted control 
of INNS.

Scotland has led the way in facing up to our responsibility to tackle the climate and 
biodiversity crisis. If Scotland is to take the next step and play its full part in tackling these 
crises to deliver a nature-based recovery, our members have to be involved. Rural 
businesses, land managers and owners are the people on the ground delivering the 
Government’s ambitious targets through renewable energy, carbon sequestration and 
integrated land management. 

They must be supported to go as far and fast as the scale of climate and biodiversity crisis 
demands. A nature-based recovery is only feasible if appropriate financing is in place, we 
need the public and private sector to work in partnership to deliver the outcomes we all 
want to see.  We would like to see a system of valuing natural capital in place. We believe 
Scotland must find a way of rewarding those who enhance and protect the natural 
environment. Not simply as income forgone, but by taking the opportunity to make natural 
capital a strong commercial proposition and change the rate of its development. 

already delivering Scottish Government priorities through carbon sequestration and renewable energy projects. Our members stand 
ready to go further and faster, to ensure Scotland stays a world leader on climate change and biodiversity, and to build a green 
nature-based recovery in Scotland. We encourage the next Government to support them by:



Nature
Supporting a balanced approach to forestry and woodland 
management

Facilitating a long-term plan for the future of Land Management 
in rural Scotland

We must be driven by evidence when considering how best to manage Scottish wildlife. We 
must put the Shared Principles of Wildlife Management into practice, and to ensure that we 
take into account the views and lived experiences of those who live and work in rural 
Scotland, who know our wildlife best. It is important that we follow this balanced approach 
to wildlife management and account for both scientific input and the public interest to 
ensure wildlife is valued and thrives. 

A key building block of our nature-based recovery must be to take a balanced approach to 
new woodland planting, and forestry and woodland management. This must ensure the 
integration of forestry with other land uses. 

Sustainable forest and woodland management delivers significant economic and 
employment opportunities for our rural communities and plays a key role in mitigating and 
adapting to climate change, as well as addressing biodiversity losses in Scotland. If we don’t 
get the balance of forest and woodland right, we will lose out in the multiple benefits it can 
offer to nature, communities and the economy. We will not be able to ensure improved 
outcomes for climate change and for biodiversity without it.

We need a clear and long-term plan for the future of rural Scotland that includes public and 
private investment to incentivise and reward responsible land management. Allowing 
businesses to develop strategies to ensure both their financial viability and to protect and 
enhance the natural environment. Our members who have a great deal of experience of land 
management have expertise to offer and should be empowered to play their full part in 
developing such a plan. 

Currently, a tension and competition for land exists in rural Scotland between forestry and 
farming. This must end, both are central to our future economic and environmental 
prosperity. We need Government to help find a balanced solution. Utilising smooth 
functioning and well governed regional land use partnerships to incentivise and encourage 
cooperation and an integrated approach to land management. In order to do this, policies for 
forestry and agriculture must move forward together and have clear and coherent 
outcomes in place. This will enable fully informed choices to be made by land managers. 

Ultimately this plan should form the basis for a future of partnership working, where farming 
and forestry thrive together, for the benefit of our people, jobs and nature. 

Taking an evidence-based approach to wildlife management




