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Food production and wildlife can coexist if land use is planned at a bigger scale, say researchers

A larger-scale approach to sustainable farming could be more beneficial for wildlife than our current system of farm-based agri environment payments, say researchers working in the UK research councils Rural Economy and Land Use programme.
As the global population grows, demands on land become ever greater and environmental change is likely to add to the pressure. The researchers, based at the University of Leeds, have been investigating the most effective approaches to optimising sustainable food production while protecting wildlife.  
They conclude that conservation of populations of animals and plants requires thinking and planning across the landscape, because it is at this scale, not the farm scale, that many ecological processes happen.  A key advance in thinking is not how to make each farm more “wildlife friendly” in itself, but how to make the landscape as a whole better for producing both food and wildlife.  
Farming systems that avoid using chemicals to increase yields are often thought to be the best options from a conservation point of view, but this research has shown that a mixture of high-yield, intensive farming and land managed for nature can, in some instances, produce both more food and more wildlife than the pursuit of “wildlife-friendly” farming across the whole landscape.
The team argues for more coherent planning of our whole approach to intensive and non intensive production.   Their research provides important pointers for this kind of strategy at farm, landscape, UK policy and European Common Agricultural Policy level.  
Within each area some land needs to be managed for wildlife, and how best to do this will depend on the landscape.  Across the UK, different landscapes may also be better at producing food or producing ecosystem services, so one approach may be to concentrate more conservation efforts in particular areas, such as the uplands and coastal wetlands, which are particularly wildlife-friendly, while enabling areas that are best suited to food production to be farmed intensively.
Landscape level planning requires creating and connecting suitable habitat patches, on farms and off farms, into a larger-scale network.  Most conventional farms already have areas that are not farmed, or produce poor yields, and as precision farming techniques become more widespread, unproductive land will become very easy to identify.  This may be useful for wildlife but only if carefully managed for that purpose, within a larger network of habitats.
As the optimal way to manage a landscape to produce farming and wildlife will vary from place to place, a common policy framework may be needed setting overall aims and processes for making decisions, with implementation devolved to county or regional level.
Professor Tim Benton of the University of Leeds said:  “Thinking at a larger scale, to create sustainable landscapes is the key.  Reform of the Common Agricultural Policy provides an important opportunity to create sustainable landscapes, as it is championing “sparing land” from food production on each farm to contribute to environmental aims.  This “spared land” could constitute a landscape-scale network if properly designed and managed.
“But we also need to plan a strategy that works at national level and look at how intensive farming within sustainable landscapes in some localities could be balanced by prioritising wildlife to a greater degree in others.  Only by much larger-scale thinking can we hope to achieve the holy grail of increased production that is sustainable and does not damage irreparably the natural processes that we all depend upon.”


Notes for editors:
1. Further information about the results is available in the latest Policy and Practice Note in the Relu series which may be downloaded from the website www.relu.ac.uk .
2. The Rural Economy and Land Use Programme is an interdisciplinary collaboration between the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC), with additional funding provided by the Scottish Government and Defra.  Follow Relu’s latest news on twitter @Reluprogramme or website www.relu.ac.uk 
3. The 2008 Research Assessment Exercise showed the University of Leeds to be the UK's eighth biggest research powerhouse. The University is one of the largest higher education institutions in the UK and a member of the Russell Group of research-intensive universities. The University's vision is to secure a place among the world's top 50 by 2015.  University of Leeds Press Office may be contacted at tel: 0113 343 4031 or email: pressoffice@leeds.ac.uk
4. For any further information contact anne.liddon@ncl.ac.uk , tel 0191 222 6880.
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