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The Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Green recovery 

Submission from SRUC 

Do the principles of sustainable development (as set out in the annexe), and those for 
a resilient recovery, as proposed by the UK Committee on Climate Change, provide a 
comprehensive framework for guiding an effective green recovery in Scotland? 

Broadly, the principles of sustainable development and those for a resilient recovery do 
provide a very good framework for guiding an effective recovery in Scotland.   

However, the principles do not emphasise the economic importance of some key aspects of 
the “natural economy” and the role it can and should play as part of a green recovery. 

The natural economy refers to six industrial sectors:  tourism; food and drink, fishing and 
aquaculture, agriculture, energy and forestry (including logging and manufacture of wood).  
In 2018, the natural economy contributed to the Scottish economy £29.1 billion Gross Value 
Added (GVA), equivalent to more than a fifth of Scotland’s total GVA. In 2018 the sector 
employed 290,100 people, supporting 11% of employment across Scotland. If the energy 
sector is excluded from the definition, the natural economy generated £8.2 billion GVA and 
supported 223,100 jobs in Scotland. 

Therefore most of the GVA generated by the natural economy is due to energy.  This aspect 
is well covered by the principles.  However, there are also important employers as noted 
above in four sub-sectors – tourism, agriculture, energy and food and drink. 

https://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/file/4648/natural_economy_report_to_sruc_from_biggar_
economics 

We therefore believe that the natural economy has the potential for a range of non-urban 
areas to collectively drive economic recovery.  The power of the non-urban regions in this 
domain is critical, given the level of employment noted above. There will be a continuing need 
for skills, both upskilling and reskilling, that points to an opportunity to balance research 
intensity with accessibility of delivery of education (in person and digitally). 

SRUC has a key role in the non-energy sectors of the natural economy. It delivers specialist 
research, high quality education, and comprehensive consultancy services to the rural sector 
within Scotland, the UK and beyond. It also has the highest intensity of business engagement 
with SMEs of any college or university in the UK.  

Through our national and international understanding of the natural economy, we therefore 
support the development of more robust assessment frameworks, monitoring and evaluation 
to help produce solutions fully in alignment to the principles of a green recovery in Scotland. 

What are the key barriers to delivering a green recovery (within your sector and / or 
community)? 

In its initial experimental assessment (March 2019) of Scotland’s Natural Balance Sheet, the 
Scottish Government’s chief economist noted: 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/letter-building-a-resilient-recovery-from-the-covid-19-crisis-to-roseanna-cunningham-msp/
https://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/file/4648/natural_economy_report_to_sruc_from_biggar_economics
https://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/file/4648/natural_economy_report_to_sruc_from_biggar_economics
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“Nature provides the basic goods and services that make human life possible: the food we 
eat, the water we drink and the plant materials we use for fuel, building materials and 
medicine. The natural world also provides less visible services such as climate regulation, 
the natural flood defences provided by forests, removal of air pollutants by vegetation, and 
the pollination of crops by insects. Then there is the inspiration we take from wildlife and the 
natural environment.”  

We recommend that the Scottish Government Chief Economist is tasked with advancing the 
excellent concept of natural accounts as a measure of the initial natural balance sheet. We 
also recommend that this is extended to include a broader definition of the natural economy 
and its existing assets, together with an assessment of what investment into research, 
development and innovation is required to bring this concept to fruition. 

The initial focus of the above analysis was dedicated to a number of natural resource sectors, 
however this should be widened to include more sectors that would benefit from sustainable 
management of nature and its resources.  This analysis would also help identify the social 
and physical infrastructure required to sustain such an economy. The general principle of a 
natural economy should be to capture and recognise the flow of economic and non-economic 
returns from our natural capital for ensuring inclusive and equitable wellbeing.  

Therefore, SRUC has a clear focus on helping manage Scotland’s natural economy, it is also 
committed to generate innovative solutions to increase circularity and reduce waste, both of 
which require to be at the heart of the “green” economic recovery. This will require investment 
in low carbon and climate-resilient infrastructure to: 

• Guarantee better nurturing and management of our natural resources; 

• Facilitate greater woodland creation, peatland restoration and the provision of green 
spaces; 

• Help develop new products and markets from our natural resources; 

• Improve the resilience and sustainability of our natural economy; 

Regarding further barriers, Scotland sustainability runs in parallel alongside productivity 
challenges. Regardless of Brexit, on average, farms in Scotland are loss-making and require 
subsidies to return a profit. From an economic perspective, Scotland does not compare well 
with other advanced economies across a range of measures for the rural economy.  

The target of £30 billion in exports for 2030 is predicted to be missed by nearly £5 billion. The 
current pandemic has in all probability exacerbated this deficit.  Given the importance of food 
production for security, remote rural economies and the opportunities to protect the 
environment, these economic issues must be considered alongside a wider array of societal 
factors.  

It is clear, however, that a ‘business-as-usual’ approach is not viable. To overcome these 
issues, two fundamental objectives can be identified: raising productivity, and improving 
sustainability at pace. 

An aspect also underplayed in the proposed framework, that could be considered a barrier 
for recovery is the systematic development of a rural circular economy. 

A circular economy is different from traditional linear economies, which have a ‘take, make, 
use and dispose’ approach. In a circular economy, resources are used for as long as possible 
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extracting  maximum value from them whilst in use, and then reused or regenerated at the 
end of their lifecycle. In agri-food terms, a circular economy uses all resources in the 
agricultural industry optimally, not just on farm, but across the whole food supply chain, 
locally, nationally and internationally.  

Key to this is the correct valorisation of all inputs and outputs, thus requiring a holistic 
approach to the supply chain, with waste being minimised and recycling maximised. To 
ensure that resources are used to their full potential, new processes and products will be 
required engineered specifically with the circular economy in mind.  

As such adopting it will involve the creation of new technologies, economic models (as noted 
above) and socio- economic paradigms; in  doing so it will present real opportunities for the 
natural economy.  

Elements of a circular economy are already in use, and some have been for centuries. What 
makes its application here so significant is in the fundamental change of mind-set it requires. 
The successful adoption of a circular economy would require a change in conception, from 
consumers to producers, about the very nature of food production. It is not simply ‘reduce, 
reuse and recycle’, which are key parts of the circular economy, but goes beyond that to a 
fundamental paradigm shift that require new models, processes, products and a new way of 
thinking.   

Implementing this fundamental change is complex, challenging and significant, but its 
adoption will be wide reaching and world changing. As such, there are important behavioural 
dimensions to its implementation that extend beyond the agri-food sector into wider 
consumption. Therefore it is entirely appropriate to focus on agri-food in Scotland as a sector 
to implement these principles.   

This will, however, require a better understanding of the fundamental links between different 
sectors, the natural economy and economic growth across Scotland.  Such an understanding 
is essential if we are to identify risks and appropriate mitigation actions, but also opportunities, 
to improve productivity and sustainability, to develop innovative new products and processes 
to help substitution of imports and stimulate opportunities for business development within 
Scotland. Doing both will be essential to improve the economic resilience of the whole 
economy. 

What key policies, actions and immediate priorities are needed to deliver a green 
recovery (within your sector and / or community)? 

We are clear that the natural economy is central and integral to the country’s recovery and 
renewal strategy. We argue that producing a natural economy based on an operationally 
viable, effective circular economy underpins our future resilience to external shocks, but also 
generates opportunities for economic recovery and sustainable growth. 

A sustainable  infrastructure is a vital component of a productive future for the natural 
economy of Scotland. It will provide the essential networks to fully link the rural with the urban 
across Scotland to supply food (from the land and sea), fibre and energy. It underpins the 
management of carbon, water and biodiversity; and it provides the focus for recreation and 
tourism activities. 
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As noted above, managing Scotland’s natural economy well, within the concepts of a circular 
economy, must be at the heart of economic recovery and such an approach should be 
supported by appropriate policies..   

This will require further public and private investments, not only in  low carbon and climate 
resilient infrastructure, but also in research and innovation (again as noted above in the 
operation of a truly circular economy but also in natural resource economics; new paradigms 
and economic models)  to facilitate better sustainability and resilience against future shocks. 
This would need to be supported by policies that: 

• Guaranteed  sustainable management and use of our natural resources 

• Facilitated  appropriate woodland and habitat creation, peatland restoration and the 
provision of green spaces and associated facilities to promote rural tourism.  Such 
initiatives would also require strong and appropriate interpretation for public audiences 
to be fully engaged with the new approach 

• Help develop novel and innovative new products and markets from our natural 
resources 

• Facilitate the sustainable growth of the overall natural economy, ensuring that it 
continues to make a significant contribution to economic recovery and growth 

Therefore, we believe that: 

1. A Joint Ministerial Group on the Natural Economy should be formed to oversee the 
strategic collaboration of all the arms of government involved in its stewardship and 
growth. Natural capital maintenance and enhancement of a sustainable economy 
through a comprehensive consideration of circular approach to the development of the 
natural economy should become a principal outcome within the Scottish Government’s 
National Performance Framework.  
 

2. A Commission on the Natural Economy should be created to draw together leaders 
across a range of key components of the natural economy, including public, private 
and third sector interests. It should meet for a compressed period to set priority targets 
and actions for the Scottish Government to lead, along with recommendations for the 
optimal ongoing governance model to ensure the ongoing engagement of all relevant 
parties in the creation and implementation of the strategy as it develops. This should 
seek to report within three months. 
 

3. The crisis provides even greater impetus to develop robust policy frameworks that 
drive Scotland to enhance its natural capital, yet offer opportunity for entrepreneurs to 
drive a sustainable natural economy – particularly through innovation and the 
development of new products, services and markets. There is already significant policy 
traction with regard to future agricultural support and climate change.  This momentum 
cannot be lost due to the COVID crisis and the inertia caused by lockdown.  Whilst 
food security issues undoubtedly have been brought into focus during the crisis, it is 
acknowledged that the model we have been using to support farming, forestry and 
fisheries has not had natural capital at its core.     
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How should the 2021/22 Budget support a green and sustainable recovery and avoid 
locking in carbon; and what funding is needed in the ECCLR portfolio to deliver a green 
and sustainable recovery? 

It is very important that the economy and society that emerges from the crisis is built on strong 
and sustainable foundations. Brexit, alongside the climate emergency and biodiversity crisis, 
had already brought increased policy and business focus on the challenges and opportunities 
of changing the way we use, value and support our natural economy. The COVID crisis may 
indeed act as a catalyst to bring forward actions to improve how we exploit, nurture and 
preserve our natural resources for now and for future generations.   

It is vital that private and policy actions intended to facilitate long-term recovery remain 
focused on the underlying health of this natural ‘balance sheet’, as well as the annual flow of 
economic gains derived from it. Consideration should be given to the creation/evolution of 
institutions, governance and engagement mechanisms that allow ambitious, novel and 
innovative policies to be implemented with clear purpose. Such a strategy must seek to 
achieve cross-partisan support. Our initial assessment suggests that Scotland’s natural 
economy represents an area of significant ‘comparative advantage’ for the country. At the 
same time, however, we believe that lessons can be learned from around the world and that 
the latest thinking and research can inform a considered strategy that ensures it makes a 
significant and enhanced contribution to the economic recovery and beyond.  

We need a coherent long term strategic approach to policy creation and implementation such 
that there is a clear route-map for the performance, health and sustainability of the natural 
economy. This will involve collaboration of with existing institutions and government and end 
users and could involve possible restructuring, as well as the potential creation of new 
entities.   

As with all new plans there will be an element of risk, but this is something that is required, if 
we are to achieve the structures and infrastructures required to secure the future position. To 
ensure that a focus on natural capital/economy commands broad support, it will require 
collective actions to embed the importance of the natural economy within our psyche and will 
therefore need a systematic approach to the engagement across public, private and third 
sector organisations. 

General response 

SRUC would welcome prioritisation of resources as part of a long-term commitment from the 
Scottish Government to support the natural economy via education, innovation, research and 
consultancy. These should be focused on those areas that can most effectively support the 
nation through the recession and into a successful recovery.  

SRUC would propose prioritisation of:  

• Investment to maximise the productivity and innovative capabilities of the key 
industries that comprise the Natural Economy to enable greater sustainability and 
resilience into the future. This includes continued investment in education and training 
in FE/HE and industry upskilling for Scotland’s competitive advantage.  This would be 
coupled with investment in Scotland’s distinctive and unique capability in the natural 
economy, ensuring a cohesive, diverse internationally-excellent research base. 
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• Investment that leverages additional resources into Scotland, for instance Scottish 
Government investments in research that can then attract additional UK and 
international resource. 
 

• Investment in interventions that SRUC’s clients, students and businesses then use to 
develop skills, aptitudes, products and processes that will help them to survive the 
recession and thrive in the recovery; and investment to address cultural deprivation, 
which for SRUC would concentrate on the natural economy in non-urban regions of 
Scotland. 
 

• Investment to address market failure, particularly in remote and rural regions.  This 
would enable SRUC to help individuals and enterprises that have a need to develop 
new skills, products and processes as part of a Scotland-wide rural recovery. 
 

• Investment to promote equality by enabling people from disadvantaged circumstances 
to access higher education. 
 

• Investment in continuing SRUC’s transformation into a zero-carbon institution, actively 
promoting a “green” more sustainable rural economy, acting to promote within its 
specialist sector a significant contribution to a rural, green recovery programme. 
 

• Investments that promote continued digitalisation and data driven approaches that 
improve the productivity and GVA of Scotland’s natural economy. 
 

• Investment that promotes a step change in collaboration across Scottish 
FE/HE/Research institutions concerned with the natural economy.  The aim would be 
to contribute to increased productivity and sustainability of the natural economy in 
Scotland by working in close association with other key providers of knowledge 
services in Scotland, in a strategic alliance to make the best and most efficient use of 
scarce resources. It is our view that such a strategic alliance is essential to facilitate 
both recovery and growth in the sectors comprising the natural economy. The alliance 
would coalesce expertise across FE/HE and Research Institutes to create a world-
class powerhouse to drive the economic recovery of the non-energy sectors that 
comprise the natural economy. 

 SRUC would see it important to also continue close collaboration between: 

• UK and Scottish Government departments and their agencies to promote research 
and consulting services that benefit Scotland and the Scottish rural industries. This 
would contribute to the UK’s competitive research strength, and also deepen SRUC’s 
contribution to the transformation of “place”, particularly the “rural” place; and to ensure 
complementary contributions to support business recovery and growth e.g. through 
the enterprise agencies and Innovate UK. 

 


