
What future for our hill 
farming and crofting systems? 

Davy McCracken 
Head of SRUC’s Hill & Mountain Research Centre 

davy.mccracken@sruc.ac.uk   https://www.facebook.com/SRUCKirkton    

Refertilsing Wester Ross workshops 

7th - 9th  April 2016 Gairloch Community Hall, Wester Ross 

mailto:davy.mccracken@sruc.ac.uk
https://www.facebook.com/SRUCKirkton
https://www.facebook.com/SRUCKirkton


2 2 

Scotland: the globe in miniature 

Similar climatic, agricultural 

and/or environmental 

challenges also facing other 

farming systems 
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The uplands of Scotland: 

Agricultural land accounts for 79% of Scotland’s land area  

8% of Scotland’s agricultural land is suitable for arable 

farming, with nearly 70% deemed of severely limited 

agricultural use (rough and common grazing) 
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SE Web Mountains & Uplands 
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Environmental condition of the uplands 

Protected 

areas (e.g. 

SSSIs) 

versus 

wider 

countryside 
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Results of site 

condition monitoring 

for a range of 

features in the 

Scottish uplands (SE 

Web June 2014) 
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Wider countryside: overall status and river quality 

(data 2012) 
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Wider countryside: native woodlands (NWS 2014) 

In 2014: 

 

Upland native woodland 

& scrub =  120,000 ha 
[commercial coniferous 

woodland = 1.1 million ha] 

 

14% loss in native 

woodlands over 40 

years, mostly in uplands 

 

Less than 50% in 

satisfactory condition for 

biodiversity – grazing 

and browsing main 

threat 
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Wider countryside: peatlands 

Extent in uplands stable 

but some decreases in 

plant species richness 

and many emitting 

rather than 

sequestering carbon 
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Wider countryside: upland birds (SNH, BTO) 
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Wider countryside: birds 

1994-2014 

Increasing: 

• Raven (+92%)  

• Red Grouse (+22%) 

• Snipe (+21%) 

Declining 

• Dotterel (-60%) 

• Curlew (-49%) 

• Black Grouse (-47%) 

• Golden Plover (-33%) 

• Hooded Crow (-32%) 
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Farmland or ‘wilderness’ areas? 

Landscapes of economic, environmental 

and social/cultural importance shaped by 

land use systems   
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Sheep per 2 km2 over time: 

14 14 
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Biodiversity impacts: 



16 16 

2010: 2.2 million ha (40%) of UAA in Scotland 

estimated to be under HNV farming systems 

[of which c. 592,000 ha common grazings] 

 

Identification of HNV in Scotland 
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What future for upland farming & crofting? 
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Range of agricultural 

production challenges, e.g.: 
• Low productivity 

• Blackloss 

• Poor nutrition 

• Predation 

• Pests and Disease 

• Climate change 

What future for upland farming & crofting? 
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Range of 

agricultural 

production 

challenges, e.g.: 

• Low productivity 

• Blackloss 

• Nutrition 

• Predation 

• Disease 

• Climate change 

Three overarching issues: 

• Fragile economic viability 

• Competition with other 

land uses 

• Assumption rewilding 

good, farming bad 

 

What future for upland farming & crofting? 
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What future for hill farming & crofting? 
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What future for hill farming & crofting? 

Greater integration with other 

land uses has to be way forward 

to increase income, spread risk 

and maintain/enhance 

ecosystems 

But we also need a proper 

discussion and debate about 

“What do we want from our 

uplands in the future?” 
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Leading the way in Agriculture and Rural Research, Education and Consulting 


