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26 June 2026 
With our staff, members, volunteers and supporters, the National Trust is the biggest national conservation NGO in the world. We protect and care for places so people and nature can thrive. Many millions share the belief that nature, beauty and history are for everyone. So we look after the nation’s coastline, historic sites, countryside and green spaces, ensuring everyone benefits. For everyone, for ever.

1. Introduction
1.1 The National Trust welcomes this enquiry into the future of England’s uplands, including how effectively policy is working in this area, and the impacts on rural communities. 
1.2 The National Trust was formed to promote the permanent preservation of land and buildings of historic interest and natural beauty for the benefit of the nation, and to preserve the natural aspects, features, and animal and plant life of land. 
1.3 We are the largest national conservation NGO in the world, owning around 250,000 ha of land across England, Wales and Northern Ireland, including 896 miles of coastland. Over 103,000 ha is designated as an Area or Site of Special Scientific Interest, with 193,000 ha within either a National Park or Protected Landscape (Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty). Around 80% is farmland, of which approximately 131,000 ha is let to about 1,650 tenant farmers. 
1.4 Our response is structured under four key themes: current challenges in the uplands, climate adaptation and resilience, farming, and funding.

2. Executive Summary:
· The Government’s Land Use Framework acknowledges that significant land use change needs to happen in order for us, as a nation, to make the best use of our land. Uplands landscapes will have a key role to play as places where there is opportunity to work at a landscape scale to bring wide public benefits to climate, nature and people.
· The uplands are increasingly vulnerable to climate risks, including flooding and wildfires, exacerbated by significant ecological degradation. These risks threaten rural communities and local livelihoods and require a shift in land management, while still supporting thriving communities and nature.
· Investment will be needed from both public and private sources to deliver the changes needed at scale, to reverse declines in nature and grow the resilience of upland landscapes, including through ELM schemes, as well as partnerships with the private sector to support nature-based solutions and habitat restoration.
· ELM scheme funding needs to be more long-term and stable to create certainty for farmers, transitioning older agreements to the new CSHT offer, renewing the Nature for Climate Fund, and clarity on Landscape Recovery
· Ultimately, shifting land management toward greater ecosystem service provision will increase resilience and support human and ecological health, including greater biodiversity, air and water quality, and be economically viable in the long-term.


3. The challenges facing the uplands
[bookmark: _Int_xPL9NdGA]3.1 The term “uplands” refers to land above the moorland line, that have specific climactic conditions (such as high rainfall, low temperature, low soil fertility etc) which affect plant growth, with dwarf shrub heath species and rough grassland common.[footnoteRef:2] The uplands tend to have lower farming yields and profitability, but also provide crucial ecosystem services, such as helping to reduce flooding, store carbon and provide clean drinking water. 70% of England's drinking water is supplied by the uplands, whilst millions benefit from recreation and wellbeing opportunities across their landscapes, which form some of our most iconic National Parks and protected landscapes. [2:  Hill farm profitability report - FINAL agreed 15 Nov 19.pdf] 

3.2 The English uplands are made up of a diversity of natural habitats, from irreplaceable blanket bog and upland heath to native upland wood and grasslands. They are rich in heritage features, unique landscapes, local farming cultural heritage, and are a vital part of the rural economy – for example through local produce or tourism. Far from being a single system, they are a set of interdependent ecological, cultural, and economic landscapes. But they have changed significantly over the last century. Short-sighted policies of the past, including incentivising unsustainable levels of stocking via historic headage payments, and economic and industrial drivers since the 1950s which led to industrial pollution and over-intensive practices, have encouraged decades of ecosystem degradation. This has meant declining biodiversity, less fertile land, and increased exposure to climate risks such as flooding or wildlife, directly threatening farmers’ livelihoods. The scale of these challenges requires action. 
3.3 The National Trust is directly impacted, as we are one of the largest upland landowners in England, with many of our tenant farmers based in these regions. Agricultural schemes and policy have rightly moved away from a no-strings-attached Basic Payments Scheme model to a system that supports the principle of public money for public goods. We welcome this, as ELMs (Environmental Land Management Schemes) represent the single biggest large-scale government investment in nature recovery. This money must be used as effectively as possible, while helping farmers diversify their income streams. 
3.4 The government’s first-ever Land Use Framework (LUF), published earlier this year, set out a national plan for how competing priorities for land should be managed. While the framework establishes that there is enough land to deliver a variety of government objectives, it acknowledges that land use needs to be much more efficient, delivering multifunctional benefits, accounting for different spatial locations and making better use of data. In some places food production will be prioritised as the most efficient use of land, but in others, biodiversity, climate resilience or other public benefits may be of higher priority. Overall, the framework calls for 6% of land use change toward climate and nature benefits – demonstrating the scale of the change needed. The LUF recognises the unique character of the uplands and identifies the importance of restoring key upland habitats such as peatlands, which cut water costs and improve water quality, while also sequestering carbon and improving natural biodiversity. 
3.5 Farmers will play an essential role in implementing these kinds of land management changes, as reiterated by the recent Farming Roadmap, which set out a strategic plan for farming for the next twenty-five years. However, many public goods farmers can provide, such as clean water or soil quality, are not rewarded by the market, despite wide-ranging benefits through reduced carbon emissions, biodiversity, and crop yields. The lack of long-term funding through ELM schemes for these activities has meant low farmer uptake, leading to greater upland farm exposure to market volatility and difficulty financing climate adaptation to mitigate long-term risks. This is problematic, as farmers are key enablers of nature recovery. If farmers are under-supported to provide ecosystem services, they risk being pushed to intensify farming practices for profitability.
3.6 Today, more than half of the uplands’ SSSIs (Sites of Special Scientific Interest) are in poor condition. Upland peatland habitats alone store 138 million tonnes of carbon, equivalent to 506 million tonnes of CO2[footnoteRef:3] but only 13% of peatlands across England are in near-natural condition, as a result of drainage and various unsustainable practices.[footnoteRef:4] The ecological functionality of natural processes needs to be restored to achieve economic prosperity, reach the government’s 30by30 targets, and support the health and wellbeing of society. This requires a shift in upland land management towards nature restoration, and the appropriate resources for upland stakeholders to achieve this. [3:  England's peatlands: carbon storage and greenhouse gases - NE257]  [4: England Peat Action Plan - GOV.UK] 


4. Climate adaptation and resilience in the uplands
4.1 The uplands are increasingly affected by climate risks, which will be exacerbated by intensive human demands on the land. UK farmers lost more than £800 million last year in lost harvests, because of record-high levels of heat and drought.[footnoteRef:5] The uplands have been particularly impacted by extreme weather and resulting rises in livestock disease too. Broader risks can impact on wider society, such as through carbon emissions, loss of nature and flooding risks for local communities. [5:  Costs_of_climate_analysis_011225.pdf] 

4.2 The CCC’s recent report, ‘A well-adapted UK,’ calls for around £11 billion of investment from the public and private sector.[footnoteRef:6] Investing into adaptation, including actions such as natural flood management, peatland restoration and protecting rural buildings, will help manage the worst climate impacts.  [6:  A Well-Adapted UK - Climate Change Committee] 

[bookmark: _Int_33e9Im2K]4.3 One example of the unique vulnerability of upland areas is in the Lake District, where the National Trust works with tenant farmers. Here, 70-90% of sheep farms are critically dependent on in-bye land for operation – in-bye land is the small area of fertile, enclosed land near farm buildings, which is essential for activities such as lambing and winter grazing. Yet this in-bye land, often in valley-bottoms and historically created by artificial engineering of rivers, is susceptible to flooding, meaning unreliable access to land, damage to buildings, waterlogged soils and lost productivity. As winter rainfall in the Lake District is expected to increase by up to 30% by the 2050s, more and more land will be at risk, with severe economic consequences for farmers.[footnoteRef:7][footnoteRef:8]   [7:  CIFR Cumbria Climate Risk Analysis 2025 full report]  [8:  UK Climate Projections (UKCP18) - Met Office] 

4.4 The National Trust has experience working on nature-based solutions to manage these issues. Elsewhere in the Lake District, the river Goldrill Beck had historically been simplified to run in a straight channel alongside the A952, and contained behind reinforced embankments and walls. But since Goldrill Beck had become disconnected from its floodplain, it was unable to hold water during floods. This resulted in severe flooding of local communities several times in the last decade and put the structural integrity of local roads at risk. In 2021, the Trust worked with partners to restore the river to a more natural course, digging a new river channel across the floodplain and away from the road, removing embankments so that the wider landscape could absorb the effects of weather, improving the flood resilience of Ullswater’s communities. The creation of new water flows and habitats, including over 28,000 m² of river area, has also benefitted nature through homes for invertebrates and Atlantic salmon (a species close to collapse). 
4.5 As a whole, extreme weather through hotter, wetter winters and drier summers put people, livestock, and property in the uplands at risk and threaten wildlife species, leading recently to increases in tick-borne diseases, for example. Other risks include nutrient enrichment due to intensive farming practices, and diffuse pollution from outside the uplands. This increasing pressure on the uplands requires a long-term shift in land management processes to promote greater resilience and provide invaluable ecosystem services and public goods as mentioned earlier. At a landscape-level, we need to create diverse mosaics of wetter habitats to replace large areas of heather-dominated moorland, supporting species and strengthening resilience to wildfires, which damage habitats and threaten human health through air pollution.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Air quality impacts of a major wildfire in the UK: Sensitivity to model spatial resolution and transport method - ScienceDirect] 

4.6 Farmers must play a key role in future land management and be better rewarded for implementing a range of grazing approaches and nature restoration. Landscape-level change is already happening in the uplands. The High Peak area of the Peak District National Park encompasses an array of dramatic rock formations, peatlands, woodlands, hill farms and scenic villages. Since 2013, the National Trust team here has worked with tenant farmers and other organisations to manage 13,000 hectares of landscape. They have planted over 250,000 trees to create clough woodland, planted 1,000 hectares of sphagnum moss (a plant which can hold 20 times its weight in water) and created 25,000 gully blocks to hold water better across the landscape, supporting the recovery of 5,000 hectares of peatland. The work is giving tenants more flexibility in managing livestock grazing and soil, and supporting them to centre nature in their farming to ensure long-term sustainability and profitability. These kinds of projects must be supported throughout the uplands and need greater funding from the public and private sectors.

5. Farming   
5.1 Farmers are at the front line of tackling the challenges we’ve discussed above. It’s therefore vital that they have the right advice and support to deliver these wider public benefits from land, alongside growing food sustainably. Defra’s recent work on a new Land Use Unit and reducing barriers to access land mapping is a positive step resulting from the LUF.
5.2 Our work with farmers and local stakeholders in the uplands strongly suggests that nature-positive farming and land stewardship practices boost opportunities and the wider economy within the uplands. The National Trust and partners often engage local farmers and landowners as part of nature projects, where new roles in land stewardship and ecosystem provision are being created, and we strive to employ local contractors and services in the uplands. 
5.3 For example, as part of the Landscapes for Water Project, the National Trust is working with Yorkshire Water to apply natural flood management, woodland creation and peatland restoration across catchments in the South Pennine uplands. This project has already installed 2,000 ‘leaky dams’, structures which slow the flow of wate. Up to 350,000 trees are being planted, new technologies such as virtual fencing systems to manage livestock are being utilised, and as a result, the land has already become much wetter and resilient in the face of wildfires. 
5.4 None of this would be possible without the heavy support of farmers and commons to deliver these measures on the ground. The project has engaged local stakeholders and understood how interventions would realistically fit into their grazing systems and long-term plans. Importantly, the work has also ensured that new woodlands fit into existing farm businesses and are aligned with ELM agreements to ensure local land managers benefit. 
5.5 A future vision for the uplands must include an active role for land managers, recognising the uplands’ unique natural beauty, supporting farming, land cultural heritage, and the invaluable natural habitats essential for our prosperity. To achieve this, the uplands require stable, long-term investment, recognising the challenges that local stakeholders face, shifting towards nature-friendly, resilient farming and ecosystem services that create thriving communities and nature. The Trust supports the need to support longer-term, innovative ELM schemes for farmers, making the most of local farmer collaboration and networks to support nature, people and place. 

6. Funding 
6.1 At present, farmers in the uplands can apply for government funding via the three main ELM schemes (Sustainable Farming Incentive, Countryside Stewardship and Landscape Recovery), and via other sources such as Farming in Protected Landscapes (FiPl), woodland grants, capital grants and the Farming Investment Fund. While these schemes represent a significant contribution towards supporting farming and nature restoration, funding is not enough to meet the government’s legally binding climate and nature targets. Our Scale of Need research suggests a £3 billion funding gap for farming and ELMs.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Scale of Need Report July 2024 FINAL.pdf] 

6.2 The government’s recent LUF was a step in the right direction, prioritising land uses such as peatland restoration in the uplands and making it easier for farmers to experiment with agroforestry.
6.3 However, funding and regulatory landscapes are fragmented and difficult for farmers to navigate. Government bodies such as Natural England and the Forestry Commission often offer overlapping funding streams, but these do not always work in alignment at present. From a farmer’s perspective, it can be difficult to understand which public and private funding can be “stacked” to maximise farming outcomes, and how to maximise profitability through different sources of funding. Particularly for nature restoration, funding needs to be certain and stable for longer periods of time to ensure farmers and land managers can feel confident investing the resources needed to secure grants and long-term income streams.
6.4 The recent Farming Roadmap was hugely positive in setting the vision for the future of farming, recognising that environmental sustainability and the resilience of our natural environment are fundamental to the future of profitable farming and food security. However, the Roadmap didn’t address the gap in funding that we know to exist between the current farming budget and what is required to achieve the goals of the Climate Change Act 2006 and Environment Act 2021.[footnoteRef:11] There is a clear need to grow the role of private investment to boost the potential of larger-scale projects. Utility companies in particular are showing increased interest in investing in nature-based solutions – earlier this year, as part of the Moors for the Future Partnership, companies invested £25 million into peatland restoration at the Peak District and South Pennines, supporting nature and addressing flooding risks to local communities and highway infrastructure.[footnoteRef:12] However, these nature markets are still new, and not yet at a scale to bridge the funding gap. Government has a vital leadership role to play in nature markets, helping to crowd-in and grow private funding, and deliver the policy certainty required, building on recent successes such as the Defra-supported UK Nature Impact Fund. [11:  Scale of Need Report July 2024 FINAL.pdf]  [12:  Record-breaking private investment to help transform peatland landscapes: Peak District National Park] 

6.5 In this context, public funding will continue to be critical to land managers. Many National Trust tenant farmers, including in the uplands, are especially concerned about the tens of thousands of older Environmental Stewardship and Higher-Level Stewardship agreements which are set to expire over the next few years. Government needs to ensure these farmers are able to reasonably transition to newer Countryside Stewardship Higher Tier (CSHT) schemes, ensuring continued delivery for nature. In the National Trust’s experience, Landscape Recovery Schemes can also be difficult for stakeholders to navigate because of the lack of guarantee that funding will be maintained over the course of a twenty-year long project. Whilst we appreciate the efforts of Defra to date to reduce financial risk to participants in LRS, if there are any further steps that can be taken to reduce financial and legal risks to farmers and other third parties, these should be considered.
6.6 Another example of the need for certainty is around peatland habitats. Fully restoring peatland can often take ten years or more, yet grant lengths through schemes such as the Nature for Climate Fund typically only last up to three years. The time period for physical peatland restoration work each year is also tight (only a few months during winter), due to restrictions which protect nesting birds, and the number of peatland specialists across the country is also limited. This underscores the need for funding and certainty for these schemes. 
6.7 A long-term pathway from government on nature restoration schemes would support better implementation of schemes which better complement each other and promote broader system resilience. 
6.8 Nevertheless, when outcomes are delivered, they tend to provide great value for money. FiPl has also delivered a variety of strong outcomes, including tree planting, protection of heritage features, engagement with farming networks and schools, and 103 kilometres of public access paths.[footnoteRef:13] Defra’s estimates suggest that the Nature for Climate Fund should achieve £5.10 in benefits for every £1 spent by government, with the program directly funding over 6,000 hectares of tree planting last year, and over 23,000 hectares of restored peatland across the scheme’s lifetime.[footnoteRef:14]  If no new funding is allocated to replace the scheme, peatland restoration staff losses could be as high as 80%, with a 60-70% reduction in on the ground delivery, according to our staff in the uplands. The National Trust strongly supports the renewal of this scheme, which is due to expire this year with no replacement planned.  [13:  FiPL at four: making a difference across protected landscapes – The Farming Blog]  [14:  The Nature for Climate Fund] 

6.9 As discussed before, nature restoration actions and schemes can be complex to engage with and more could be done to ensure farmers are more confident. The National Trust would like farmers to have access to high-quality, accessible and affordable advice to boost nature-positive actions, informed by spatial priorities such as in the uplands. It is important that nature advisory services, which often help farmers identify new sources of income and nature delivery, are accessible to all. Consistency and quality of advice on nature-friendly farming can be a challenge for farmers, so there must be clear objectives for advisers beyond encouraging greater participation in ELMs, to increase tangible results. This could be supported via greater capacity and resource through Natural England. 
6.10 Designations such as SSSIs protect historical baselines. Climate change is introducing challenges to this protected site network, with conditions and habitats shifting rapidly and at unprecedented rates. Designations can sometimes lead to an overly prescriptive approach to land management which doesn’t fully take account of these changes, and consent processes can be slow. We see opportunity in widening approaches such as the Trusted Partnership scheme, which arose from the recommendations of Dan Corry, and which can allow some level of flexibility and trust between regulators and organisations with expertise to deliver nature recovery in these sites. 
6.11 Farmers could also be supported to create whole farm plans, evaluating different farming factors such as animal health, soil analysis, the environmental conditions at their farm, helping them feel confident about managing long-term change. This has been trialled for example as part of the Upper Derwent Catchment Test and Trial, with individual farmers co-designing a land management plan for their farms, based around public goods, though this is not being supported by the latest version of SFI actions.
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