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Written Submission from the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 

Summary 

 RSPB Scotland strongly welcomes the commitment and target for peatland 
restoration. We recommend that the funding is distributed through Peatland 
Action. 

 We welcome the continued commitment to tree planting and cautiously welcome 
the increased target to plant 15,000ha per year. This policy lacks some credibility 
given that the existing lower target has been repeatedly missed.  

 We want to see the right tree planted in the right place to maximise carbon 
sequestration and storage for the long-term. We recommend more research, into 
the impacts of forestry on soil carbon, especially on shallow peat. 

 Blue Carbon habitats were part of RPP2 and we recommend that this is included 
in the Climate Change Plan with a policy commitment to further understand the 
carbon value of marine carbon sink habitats and develop mechanisms to protect 
and restore them.  

 We are disappointed with the ambition set for the agriculture sector, and the 
clarity and credibility of many of the policies as set out in the draft Plan.  

 Government must introduce stronger policies rather than relying on voluntary 
approaches. Soil testing must be clearly marked as compulsory and other 
policies must have a regulatory backstop. 

Introduction 

The land use sector in Scotland is unique in that it is the only sector which provides 
negative emissions, i.e. land uses and land management activities can remove CO2 
from the atmosphere and make a positive contribution to Scotland’s national ghg 
accounting. In order to meet targets to 2032 and 2050 we need to optimise this 
opportunity whilst balancing it with the other many other benefits of land 
management activities, and avoiding negative impacts. 

Progress since RPP2 

Since 2013 there has been 10,000ha of peatland restoration in Scotland and since 
the last RPP an average of 6800ha of afforestation per year. Whilst progress is 
welcome both of these have fallen short of what is possible. Since the RPP2, 
Government did establish a Woodland Expansion Advisory Group (WEAG)1 to better 
understand where trees can be planted in the countryside whilst minimising conflict. 
However, planting rates remain lower than target and along with previous low 
planting rates, this has a knock on consequence for the amount of CO2 being 
sequestered. As a result Figure 22 in the Climate Change Plan shows that by 2026 
LULUCF will become a net source of CO2 rather than a sink.   

                                                           
1
 http://scotland.forestry.gov.uk/supporting/strategy-policy-guidance/woodland-expansion/weag-advisory-group  

http://scotland.forestry.gov.uk/supporting/strategy-policy-guidance/woodland-expansion/weag-advisory-group
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RPP2 included a commitment to further research Blue Carbon. SNH produced a 
report in 20142 but other than this progress to understand the value of blue carbon 
habitats in Scotland is unclear.  

Most progress in reducing ghg emissions from agriculture has come from factors 
outwith Government policy. Government’s voluntary Farming for a Better Climate 
initiative has continued but the impact of this on ghg emissions is unknown. 

Peatlands 

The Land Use (LULUCF) section of the Plan includes very welcome commitments on 
peatland restoration - to restore 10,000ha of peatlands in 2017 and 20,000ha per 
year thereafter. This is approximately in line with what has been indicated is 
technically achievable. At present, carbon is being lost to the atmosphere from 
damaged peatland at an average rate of 4t CO2e per hectare3. Therefore stopping 
this loss through rewetting and restoration on 290,000ha by 2032, as proposed, 
would prevent the release 1.16Mt CO2e, permanently.  

Appropriateness and effectiveness of the proposals and policies for meeting the 
annual emissions targets and contributing towards the 2020 and 2050 targets 

The Scottish Government has said that funding will be found to meet the new 
targets, however greater clarity is needed in the Budget regarding ongoing funding, 
and from Government and SNH about the project which will be used to disburse the 
funding.  

With an estimated total of 600,000 hectares of peatland in Scotland damaged and 
emitting carbon there is a good opportunity post 2032 to continue or even increase 
the rate of restoration. Restoring 600,000ha could prevent 2.4Mt CO2e of emissions, 
permanently. In addition, after 5-10 years restored peatland is likely to return to a 
state of sequestration, removing 1-2t CO2e per hectare per year from the 
atmosphere4. This sequestration benefit, like tree planting, could help Scotland to 
balance its emissions and contribute to a state of negative emissions in the future.    

Our priorities to improve this policy 

1. Scotland should start to account for all peatland emissions arising from 
human activity and emissions savings from restoration at the earliest 
opportunity following the UK Government’s decision in 2017. 

2. Re-start Peatland Action as the project to coordinate restoration action and 
distribute the promised funding. Funding should pay for dedicated regional 
staff to promote peatlands and administer peatland action – at least 6 staff 
across Scotland.  

                                                           
2
 http://www.snh.org.uk/pdfs/publications/commissioned_reports/761.pdf  

3
 Figures from the Climate Change Plan paragraph 13.4.2 

4
 IUCN Peatland Programme figures.  

http://www.snh.org.uk/pdfs/publications/commissioned_reports/761.pdf
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3. Ensure there is funding for peatland survey and monitoring alongside 
restoration work in order to quantify benefits for carbon, water and 
biodiversity. 

4. Convert the proposal ‘Payment for carbon sequestration’ (in the Agriculture 
section) into a policy at the earliest opportunity. A new rural payments system 
which rewards land managers for ongoing carbon sequestration and providing 
other ecosystem service would help to remove perverse incentives under 
current agriculture payments that encourage high levels of livestock on 
peatlands. 

5. Support approaches to the business sector under the Peatland Code to attract 
private funding including promoting public/private cofounding with Peatland 
Code and Peatland Action. 

Forestry 

We welcome the policy to plant 10,000ha of trees per year and cautiously welcome 
the ambition for increasing the planting rate to 15,000ha of trees by 2025. We 
welcome the aim to increase the amount of timber used in construction and the 
commitment to investigate how to achieve more tree planting on farms. 

Appropriateness and effectiveness of the proposals and policies for meeting the 
annual emissions targets and contributing towards the 2020 and 2050 targets 

The ambition to increase planting rates to 15,000ha per year lacks some credibility 
given that the existing target of 10,000ha per annum has been repeatedly missed. It 
is unclear from listed policies how the actions described in the Plan will counter this 
trend and see forestry increasing.  

Our priorities to improve this policy 

1. More research is needed into the implications for soil carbon of tree planting, 
especially on shallow peat, in order to better gauge the whole lifecycle climate 
benefits of planting different tree species in the wide variety of soil types. This 
would enable the right tree to be planted in the right place in order to have the 
greatest carbon benefit.  

2. We recommend a commitment to planting a proportion of native broadleaved 
trees as part of the tree planting targets. This is in order to; maximize 
biodiversity benefit; provide variety and resilience to pests and disease (a 
climate adaptation response); lock carbon in trees for the longer lifespans of 
broadleaved trees in order to benefit the climate. 

Blue Carbon Habitats 

The RPP2 included a commitment to further research the climate benefits of blue 
carbon marine habitats. This does not appear in the draft Climate Change Plan but 
we recommend that this is included with a policy commitment to further understand 
the value of marine carbon sink habitats and develop mechanisms to protect and 
restore them.  
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Our priorities to improve this policy 

1. Fund further research to understand the following about Scotland’s blue 
carbon habitats: their location; the amount of carbon stored within them; their 
sequestration benefit per year. 

2. Develop a policy mechanism to restore and protect blue carbon habitats in 
Scotland at the earliest opportunity. 

Agriculture 

RSPB Scotland welcomes the narrative vision for agriculture in the document but the 
ambition for the sector is disappointingly low and is poor when compared to the ghg 
savings expected from the majority of other sectors. The agriculture sector is being 
expected to deliver approximately 0.5MtCO2e of savings to 2032. The UKCCC 
recommended5 that Scottish Agriculture could deliver 1.5MtCO2e of abatement 
under its High Ambition scenario over the same period.  

Appropriateness and effectiveness of the proposals and policies for meeting the 
annual emissions targets and contributing towards the 2020 and 2050 targets 

The agriculture industry must go through transformational change if Scotland is to 
meet future long-term ghg reduction targets. The Climate Change Plan gives little 
indication that Government is willing to provide the leadership and strength of policy 
needed. The UKCCC advised that there needs to be ‘a move away from the current 
voluntary approach...towards stronger Government policy’6. 

Despite the lack of ambition the policies and proposals are welcome, even though 
they need considerable development or clarification. In analysing the policies in the 
agriculture chapter it is very difficult to make a judgement as to whether they will 
credibly help meet the proposed ambition. This is because they are written vaguely, 
rely on future discussion with stakeholders, or include timetables for action 
containing descriptions rather than uptake numbers.  

Our priorities to improve agriculture policies 

1. A wholesale rethink of all policies to more clearly communicate Government’s 
desired outcome, with timescales, including which will be regulatory and by 
when.  

2. Soil testing must be clearly indicated as a compulsory measure.  

3. Government must commit to a roll out of Carbon Audits across Scotland, with 
a regulatory backstop indicating the level of voluntary uptake expected before 
measure is made compulsory.  

                                                           
5
 https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/scottish-emissions-targets-2028-2032-the-high-ambition-pathway-

towards-a-low-carbon-economy/   
6
 UKCCC – as above 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/scottish-emissions-targets-2028-2032-the-high-ambition-pathway-towards-a-low-carbon-economy/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/scottish-emissions-targets-2028-2032-the-high-ambition-pathway-towards-a-low-carbon-economy/
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4. Introduce a Nitrogen Budget for Scotland and targets to reduce nitrogen 
wastage from all applicable sectors and reduce the use of chemical nitrogen 
fertiliser.  

5. Indication of when policies will be implemented including measurable 
indicators.  

6. All proposals to become policies at the earliest opportunity. 

 


