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About
The Heritage Alliance is the umbrella body for the independent heritage sector in England, a charity bringing together over 200 organisations representing the breadth of heritage. We have consulted the members of our Rural Heritage Advocacy Group in the preparation of this response – membership of which includes the likes of ALGAO, the Dry Stone Walling Association and Country Land and Business Association.
We are grateful for the opportunity to respond to this consultation. 

Summary 

· Our historic and natural environments are strongly interlinked, and we support a multifunctional approach to land use that can deliver co-benefits, for both nature and heritage (as well as public access to both).

· Upland farming underpins more than food production: it supports rural communities, cultural landscapes, the conservation of the historic environment, commoning traditions, public access, rural skills, local identity and can support environmental outcomes.

· The historic environment is one of the uplands' most important and irreplaceable assets. Traditional farm buildings, dry stone walls, field systems and other historic landscape features provide a rich record of human interaction with the environment and continue to generate a wide range of ecosystem services. 

· Environmental Land Management (ELM) schemes make an important contribution to the financial and environmental sustainability of upland land management by supporting landscapes shaped by centuries of farming activity; nevertheless, they remain fragmented and often poorly fitted to commons, tenancy and hill farming systems, whilst an emphasis on outcomes for natural capital gives insufficient regard to the historic environment and cultural landscapes.

· Evidence of past human activity is held in various sources, but especially important will be the implementation of statutory Historic Environment Records (HERs), which should be used to help us understand the history of land use and inform contemporary decision making, and so we strongly recommend that section 230 of the Levelling up and Regeneration Act 2023 be implemented as quickly as possible.

· There is a strong need for a place-based, long-term and joined-up approach that recognises the multifunctionality of the uplands, and which reflects local distinctiveness.

Response 
1. How effectively do current policies balance competing demands in the uplands, including food production, nature recovery, climate mitigation, water management, and public access, and where do the key tensions remain?

1. The historic environment shapes landscape character, with human activity shaping the natural and cultural landscape over millennia; features such as dry stone walls, banks, archaeological features, ridge and furrow and historic routeways are woven into that landscape. Together, these features underpin rural identity, local distinctiveness and a sense of place, while also forming ecological networks that support a wide range of habitats and species. As has been recognised in a recent joint statement between Natural England, Historic England and the National Lottery Heritage Fund, our historic and natural environments are strongly interlinked.

2. We support a multifunctional approach to land use that can deliver co-benefits, for both nature and heritage (as well as public access to both). As highlighted above, the natural and historic environments are intrinsically linked and that collaboration is central to sustainable land management. In this regard, for instance, it is welcome that Historic England has become a delivery body for Defra’s Farming & Countryside Programme. 

3. Upland farming underpins more than food production alone: it supports rural communities, cultural landscapes, the conservation of the historic environment, commoning traditions, public access, rural skills, local identity and can support environmental outcomes. 

4. However, due to a lack of integration, existing policy is not achieving a balance between food production, nature recovery, climate mitigation, cultural heritage, water management, public access and resilient rural economies in the uplands. Whilst natural capital outcomes (e.g. such as improving biodiversity) are of course important, uplands also provide rich cultural heritage and rural skills – public goods – which, through agri-environmental schemes, are arguably seen as a lesser priority.

5. Tensions persist in the uplands between nature conservation and farming communities. This is in part exacerbated by, for instance, the fact that grants have been linked to achieving favourable condition of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) and grasslands through reducing livestock numbers to such a low level that commoning, and its associated hefting systems – which have underpinned the management of the uplands for centuries – has begun to break down, as is happening in upland areas such as the Lake District.

6. Nature recovery is clearly needed for the uplands; heritage can champion nature, and offer culture-based solutions to climate change, as reports such as the Historic Environment Forum’s Heritage responds - Taking positive action on climate change, clearly shows. Nonetheless, social recovery is also required for upland farming communities, whilst their resilience plays a key part in addressing climate change. However, due to insufficient incentives and support, these communities remain vulnerable and the continuation of future generations of upland farmers put at risk.

2. What has been the impact of agricultural policy changes (including the transition away from direct payments) on upland farming businesses, and the impact of these changes on farming profitability?

7. As already highlighted, whilst the policy objective of ‘public money for public goods’ is a good one, the prioritisation of environmental and natural capital outcomes – whilst undoubtedly important and necessary – has arguably led to missed opportunities for cultural heritage, not least through stronger integration of outcomes for the natural and historic environments, which are inextricably linked.

8. In this regard, uplands could be more clearly defined in relation to how key characteristics contribute to the multiple benefits they deliver. Indeed, the uplands are cultural landscapes whose character is the result of the action and interaction of communities and their environment over time, whilst out historic landscapes – and the stories we tell about them – give a sense of rootedness and identity. As the then Environment Secretary remarked in a speech at the launch of the government’s Land Use Framework, “the stories of our ancestors are embedded in the rich heritage of our land”. The uplands encompass long-standing pastoral traditions such as hefted flocks; collaborative farming communities who collectively farm common land; strong cultural identity; ancestral knowledge of grazing animals; land and water management; and muti-layered historic evidence of pastoralism over millennia. This unique cultural heritage could be more clearly defined and protected, whilst the interaction between cultural and natural heritage in the uplands (e.g. such as the contribution that grazed grasslands make to carbon sequestration) better acknowledged. 

9. To improve integration between policy on the natural environment and historic environment, we remind the government of a commitment made at Heritage Council, now several years overdue, for Defra to appoint a strategic lead official for heritage to ensure that heritage is considered properly across the range of the department’s policy areas.



3. To what extent do the current Environmental Land Management (ELM) schemes and other support like the Farming in Protected Landscapes (FiPL) schemes support financially and environmentally sustainable land management in the uplands?

10. Environmental Land Management (ELM) schemes and the Farming in Protected Landscapes (FiPL) programme make an important contribution to the financial and environmental sustainability of upland land management by supporting landscapes shaped by centuries of farming activity. Funding for historic farm buildings, dry stone walls, species-rich grasslands, hay meadows and moorland habitats helps conserve the distinctive character of upland areas while maintaining many of the environmental, cultural and economic benefits they provide. 

11. The historic environment is one of the uplands' most important and irreplaceable assets. Traditional farm buildings, dry stone walls, field systems and other historic landscape features provide a rich record of human interaction with the environment and continue to generate a wide range of ecosystem services. These include provisioning services that support agricultural production and rural businesses, supporting services such as wildlife habitat provision, regulating services including soil and water management, and cultural services associated with landscape character, tourism, recreation, education and wellbeing. Furthermore, protected landscapes contain 45% of Scheduled Monuments – primarily in the uplands – whilst survival of traditional farm buildings is also highest in such areas (but so are rates of disrepair), which is another reason why ELMs are so vital for the uplands.

12. The importance of these historic assets has been a consistent finding of Defra-funded monitoring and evaluation research over the past thirty years. Evaluations of successive agri-environment schemes have repeatedly demonstrated that investment in historic farm buildings and traditional landscape features delivers substantial public benefits, including enhanced landscape quality, biodiversity, rural skills, local economic activity and public engagement with the countryside. The evidence shows that the historic environment should be regarded not as a constraint on agricultural change but as a productive asset that contributes directly to the delivery of public goods. FiPL shows what can be achieved by Government investment when directed through whole-farm, place-based delivery that benefits nature, climate, historic environment, access and farm resilience together. This particular scheme works well because it is flexible, practical and rooted in place-based decision-making.

13. Since 2006, agri-environment schemes have contributed £13 million annually to heritage conservation, removing over 1,000 Scheduled Monuments from the Heritage at Risk register. For many nationally important assets on agricultural land, agri-environment support is the only viable conservation mechanism. Defra's own uptake statistics show all boundary actions feature in the top 25 most-taken-up Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) actions, demonstrating strong farmer demand. This is particularly important for upland areas, which have high concentrations of heritage assets and limited alternative land uses.

14. In this regard, it is very welcome that, as part of government’s latest Environmental Improvement Plan, there is a commitment (commitment 90) to “improve the condition, diversity and character of our landscapes and the condition of the historic environment and heritage features”, for which there is a goal to achieve a year-on-year reduction in the number of heritage assets on the Heritage at Risk register through, amongst other things, existing ELM schemes.

15. Nevertheless, ELM schemes remain fragmented and often poorly fitted to commons, tenancy and hill farming systems, whilst an emphasis on outcomes for natural capital gives insufficient regard to the historic environment and cultural landscapes. As support from some agri-environmental schemes is delivered on a farm by farm basis, an approach is needed that encompasses both cultural and natural heritage, and is undertaken at a landscape-scale – linked to the multiple societal benefits that the uplands deliver, including the aesthetic, historical, and recreational values of the landscape, the legibility of the historic environment, and the contributions upland communities make to  sustaining services, the viability of local villages and towns, and eco and agro-tourism.
16. Regarding the SFI in particular, beyond the scheme’s existing actions we see significant opportunity to develop a landscape-scale heritage programme, particularly in upland areas where government has promised to deliver. The uplands have limited agricultural diversification options, but abundant heritage assets that underpin local identity and visitor economies. Here, heritage stewardship offers viable income streams where few alternatives exist.


4. How do legal protections for uplands areas (including designation as a National Park or Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty / Protected Landscape, and designations such as Site of Special Scientific Interest, or Special Area of Conservation) impact decision-making, land management, and outcomes?

17. As already mentioned, some tensions persist in the uplands between nature conservation and farming communities in part due to the fact that, for instance, grants have been linked to achieving favourable condition of SSSIs through reducing livestock numbers to such a low level that commoning – and its associated hefting systems that have underpinned the management of the uplands for centuries – has begun to break down.

18. In terms of additional legal protections, there is a broader opportunity here to emphasise the need for the protection of prehistoric ‘sites without structure’. Such sites which lack conventional structures fail to meet the criteria for inclusion on the English Schedule of Ancient Monuments. This is because most of the important evidence of Palaeolithic human occupation in England is found in sites where people dwelt without building substantial or permanent structures, or where evidence of those structures no longer survives. This issue could be resolved by amending the 1979 Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act, to enable these ‘sites without structure’ to be protected and ensure that the important heritage they represent can be celebrated and enjoyed by more people.



5. What improvements are needed in land use data, mapping, and modelling to support effective decision-making in the uplands? What training or other skill development options are needed to support this?

19. We warmly welcome government’s commitment, as part of the new Land Use Framework, to improve the availability of decision-making data, and to “modernise environmental datasets and integrate more environmental data into common mapping platforms”, such as layers for ‘cultural heritage’ (footnote 15, p.49). 

20. Historical evidence demonstrates past land uses, including approaches that were well-suited to local conditions - informing future action by demonstrating how land use has changed over time. Indeed, heritage underpins the “right use, right place” principle in the Land Use Framework, which states that “land should be used in ways that align with local context and account for natural, social and economic factors (such as proximity to major conurbations, access to nature and heritage, or soil quality)”.

21. Such evidence of past human activity is held in various sources, but especially important will be the implementation of statutory Historic Environment Records (HERs). These provide a sustainable mechanism to keep an engaged understanding of landscape, and should be used to help us understand the history of land use and inform contemporary decision making. However, there is currently variable availability of heritage information to clarify heritage and planning consent processes, with HER services vulnerable to cuts and closure, and with varying degrees of digital access. We therefore strongly recommend that section 230 of the Levelling up and Regeneration Act 2023, which places a requirement on local authorities to provide HERs (and which is overdue for bringing into operation), be implemented as quickly as possible. This has been a long-standing ask of the heritage sector.


6. How might land use and business changes in the uplands impact rural communities?
· 


7. How can government policy ensure that rural communities in upland areas benefit from changes?

22. There is a strong need for a place-based, long-term and joined-up approach that recognises the multifunctionality of the uplands, and which reflects local distinctiveness. To take one example, dry stone walling represents a viable, place-based form of employment that can support rural economies and provide another source of income from diversification in farming businesses. However, without targeted intervention, there is a risk of losing both the skill base and opportunities to retain younger populations in rural areas and create community sustainability.
23. A collaborative, sustainable approach to upland grazing is preferable – one which supports farmers, nature recovery and heritage. Adaptive grazing, for instance, currently being developed in the Dartmoor Landscape Recovery Project, could provide one such template for the uplands.
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