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Foreword from Secretary of State

Next year, all those who currently receive payments under the Basic Payments Scheme will be able to apply
for the Sustainable Farming Incentive.

We want our new schemes to help farmers access the money and the advice they need to be effective and
ambitious – to encourage environmental land management – so we are building on our work in Tests and
Trials with thousands of farmers since 2018 as we move ahead with our other two schemes as well.

The Sustainable Farming Incentive will allow farmers to take a fresh look at the land they farm, the natural
assets that they have and decide what will work best for their own individual holding. It will recognise the
value of some of the natural assets that were dubbed ‘ineligible features’ by the CAP.

We want the Sustainable Farming Incentive to reflect a fundamental reset in our approach to checking
compliance and monitoring agreements. We will focus on outcomes and improvement, rather than penalising
shortcomings.

In the years ahead, we will expand the Sustainable Farming Incentive as we apply our learning and more
funding becomes available. We will build on an initial set of standards and join up our approach as we take
the first steps on a new animal health and welfare pathway.

The ethos at the heart of our future policy is to support the choices of individual farm enterprises. I am
committed to working with farmers to ensure that we get our future policy right – and the Sustainable
Farming Incentive is the first step.

Introduction

In March 2021, Defra will begin the process of getting several hundred farmers involved in the first phase of
piloting the Sustainable Farming Incentive. Then, in 2022 we will start to roll out the scheme – which will
initially be available to Basic Payment Scheme (BPS) recipients. We will extend and expand the scheme
over time as we work with farmers to learn what works best in practice.

The Sustainable Farming Incentive is one of three new schemes, alongside the future Local Nature
Recovery and Landscape Recovery schemes, both of which we will begin piloting next year. These schemes
will operate together and pay for sustainable farming practices, improve animal health and welfare, improve
environmental outcomes, and reduce carbon emissions. They will create habitats for nature recovery and
make landscape-scale changes such as establishing new woodland and other ecosystem services,
providing key means to deliver against our 25 Year Environment Plan goals and carbon net zero targets.

The piloting and implementation of the three future schemes will be funded by gradual reductions in BPS
payments from 2021 to 2027. These subsidies, a legacy of the EU Common Agricultural Policy, are paid
largely according to how much land a farmer has, rather than how much public benefit they are producing.
The government is committed to redirecting this funding to increase sustainability in the farming sector. We
want farm businesses, and other land managers including foresters, to become more productive while
delivering additional benefits for the environment.

This is the biggest change in agricultural policy in half a century. We must make sure that our policies and
systems are right for the farmers of today, and tomorrow. Over the last century, much of our wildlife-rich
habitat has been lost, and many species are in long-term decline. We know that many farmers feel this loss
keenly and are taking measures to reverse this decline. The three future schemes will underpin and greatly
extend such measures by providing an attractive offer that rewards farmers for producing environmental
goods.



19/04/2021 Sustainable Farming Incentive: Defra’s plans for piloting and launching the scheme - GOV.UK

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainable-farming-incentive-scheme-pilot-launch-overview/sustainable-farming-incentive-defras-plans-f… 4/27

We are committed to building the future schemes through a process of ‘co-design’. Among other things, this
will involve piloting all three schemes – , working with farmers, foresters and other land managers. We will
identify opportunities and problems – making sure the schemes work in practice and deliver for the
environment.

Our pilots will build on the great success of our ongoing programme of tests and trials, which already
involves well over 3000 farmers and other land managers.

The future schemes

Through the three future schemes, we will make a significant contribution to the following six goals of the 25
Year Environment Plan:

clean air
clean and plentiful water
thriving plants and wildlife
reduced risk of harm from environmental hazards such as flooding and drought
enhanced beauty, heritage and engagement with the natural environment
mitigating and adapting to climate change

Our schemes will also contribute to our carbon net zero targets.

Sustainable Farming Incentive

This scheme will apply to farmers. It will pay them for actions they take (going beyond regulatory
requirements) to manage their land in an environmentally sustainable way. Actions will be grouped into
simple packages set out as standards, to make it as easy as possible for farmers to identify those actions
that are best suited to their land and their business. The Sustainable Farming Incentive will be open to all
farmers, but initially it will only be open to BPS recipients. Our aim is to make it attractive and straightforward
for everyone to take part, including the many farmers who are not currently in an agri-environment scheme.

Local Nature Recovery

This scheme will pay for actions that support local nature recovery and deliver local environmental priorities
– making sure the right things are delivered in the right places. The scheme will encourage collaboration
between farmers, helping them work together to improve their local environment. This scheme may be
competitive.

Landscape Recovery

This scheme will support the delivery of landscape and ecosystem recovery through long-term, land use
change projects. This includes projects to restore wilder landscapes in places where that is appropriate,
large-scale tree planting, peatland and salt marsh restoration projects. These projects can deliver a wide
variety of environmental outcomes and support local environmental priorities, while making an important
contribution to national carbon net zero targets. We expect that this scheme will be competitive.

More detail on the future schemes is set out in Defra’s Agricultural Transition Plan
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024) and in the Farming is
Changing (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-farming-changes-to-farming-in-england) booklet,
published in November 2020.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-farming-changes-to-farming-in-england
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Tackling climate change

In addition to benefiting wildlife and the environment, the future schemes will also help our farmers, foresters
and other land managers play a crucial role in the national effort to tackle climate change, through reducing
greenhouse gas emissions and increasing carbon storage.

Our understanding of how much carbon the new schemes might save will deepen as they develop, but it is
expected to be significant.

For example, looking only at hedgerow management under the Sustainable Farming Incentive:

the scheme will help to protect and enhance the estimated 9 million tonnes of carbon already stored in
England’s hedgerows
initial projections indicate potential additional carbon savings of up to 100,000 tonnes of CO2 equivalent
over the CB4 period (the fourth carbon budget period under the Climate Change Act, from 2023 to
2027). This rises to up to 300,000 tonnes of CO2 equivalent over the CB5 period (2028 to 2032)
these additional savings are roughly equivalent to taking up to 40,000 cars off the road between 2023
and 2027, and up to 130,000 cars off the road between 2028 and 2032

Hedgerow management is just one part of the Sustainable Farming Incentive. The scheme will also include
many other actions to encourage carbon-friendly farming, for example through soil management.

The Local Nature Recovery and Landscape Recovery schemes will make further carbon savings, including
through peatland management/restoration and tree planting.

Focus of this communication

This communication focuses on piloting the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme, which is part of the
environmental land management national pilot financed under section 1 of the Agriculture Act 2020 and will
be the first pilot scheme to launch. It will be followed by pilots of the Local Nature Recovery and Landscape
Recovery schemes. More detail is given in the section on piloting of the future schemes.

The initial payment rates for the Sustainable Farming Incentive pilot are set out below. These payments are
a starting position only, and work is underway to develop updated rates for the roll-out of the scheme from
next year.

Rolling out the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme

The Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme will be launched in mid-2022. Initially it will be open to farmers
who currently receive payments under the BPS. Over time, we intend to open up the scheme, so that it is
both accessible and applicable to a broader range of farmers.

The scheme will give farmers an opportunity to secure a complementary income stream to their farm
business by undertaking sustainable farming actions that benefit the wider environment.

The scheme will expand over time. It will start with a core set of sustainable farming actions, which will build
incrementally as we apply our learning and more funding becomes available. It will also evolve to deliver
continued progress against our climate and environmental priorities and reflect any changes to the
regulatory baseline.

We will release further information to farmers in summer 2021, ahead of the scheme launch in 2022.
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Learning from roll-out of the new scheme

In rolling out the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme, we plan to learn on the job – working with farmers
to evolve and improve the scheme.

Learning from the early roll-out of the full scheme will allow us to find out what works and what does not with
a large part of the whole farming community. This learning and improvement approach will continue beyond
the pilot and early roll-out, to become a feature of all our future schemes.

Role of tests, trials and piloting

In addition, we will continue more focused learning activities. Since 2018, we have been engaged in tests
and trials to explore ideas and approaches with farmers. These have given us valuable insights, which have
helped shape our approach to scheme design and implementation.

From October 2021, we will pilot some of what will be included in the full Sustainable Farming Incentive
scheme offer.

The main difference between ‘tests and trials’ and ‘piloting’ is that tests and trials focus on potential
individual parts of the future scheme, whereas piloting will test a pilot version of the scheme from start to
finish. By analogy, a manufacturer designing a new car might test things like the brakes and gear box
separately (tests and trials), before combining them into a driveable car for road testing (piloting).

The image below shows how the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme will be rolled out between 2021 and
2028.

Concept testing will run from 2021 to mid-2022, when the SFI scheme launches. Launch and early
expansion will run from mid-2022 to late 2024. From late 2024 to 2028 and onwards the scheme will be fully
expanded.

Throughout concept testing, launch and early expansion there will be tests, trials and piloting to test specific
aspects of SFI. Learning from the roll-out and implementation will begin from launch.
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This diagram focusses on roll-out of the Sustainable Farming Incentive. It does not show timelines for
piloting and rolling out the Local Nature Recovery and Landscape Recovery schemes (see section on
piloting of the future schemes below for more information).

Tests, trials and piloting give us a space in which to try out new ideas, to see if they are suitable for the full
scheme. They also allow us to undertake deeper and more focused testing, to make sure all features work
as intended without any unintended consequences. For example, they will allow us to test:

the suitability of potential land management actions and simplified processes with smaller groups of
farmers – to make sure they are suitable for a range of different farm types, farming methods and
landscape features
new approaches to advice and guidance – checking that scheme monitoring and compliance supports
participants to provide sustainable environmental benefits that can be implemented in combination with
sustainable food production and other commercial operations
how to use land management plans to maximise benefits for farmers

Roll-out of Sustainable Farming Incentive – learning and improvement

Stage Concept testing (2021 to
2024)

Launch and early
expansion (from 2022)

Full expansion of scheme (from
2024)
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Stage Concept testing (2021 to
2024)

Launch and early
expansion (from 2022)

Full expansion of scheme (from
2024)

Participation Starting with several
hundred farmers

Open to all farmers eligible
for BPS payments
(c.88,000)

Open to all farmers

Learning
approach

Piloting starts in October
2021 to test all the key
features of the scheme 

We will learn, adjust,
improve

As we operate the scheme
at scale from mid-2022, we
will continue learning and
making adjustments 

We will focus on ease of
access and simplification 

We will continue working
with farmers to pilot specific
aspects of the scheme

Piloting will end in late 2024, but we
will continue to learn from full
operation of scheme and make
adjustments were necessary

Tests and
trials

Continuing to use tests and
trials to run short-term
experiments to explore
new ideas and concepts

We may use test and trials
to run shorter experiments
to explore new ideas and
concepts

We may use test and trials to run
shorter experiments to explore new
ideas and concepts

The main groups involved in piloting will be:

farmers and land managers, who will be at the heart of learning. There will be a strong emphasis on
keeping it simple and getting the basics right. We want a scheme that makes sense and is attractive,
giving farmers and land managers space to produce public goods in ways that works for them and the
environment.
pilot scheme administrators from the Rural Payments Agency, who will refine and simplify systems and
processes
advisers – for example, if they are hired by participants to help plan and implement Sustainable
Farming Incentive activities
stakeholders – for example, groups representing the farming and environment sectors

Main features of the pilot

Starting cautiously and building up

The first phase of piloting is not about testing an already-decided scheme with a group of farmers. Instead, it
is about piloting as much as possible of what we think the full scheme could look like. We will do this by
working intensively with farmers.

This pilot version will be a mix of existing and new. It will have many new policy elements (explained below)
but there will also be familiar elements. For example, we will be re-using and adapting many of the current
systems used to operate schemes like BPS and Countryside Stewardship. This will provide a starting point
for system improvements but will not limit our ambitions for the new scheme to be simpler.
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As we roll out the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme, we will iterate and improve as we go – learning
both from the piloting and the roll-out itself. This could include ‘turning off’ some features if we find that they
do not work in the real world. It will also include adding new approaches and improvements as they are
developed and tested.

Land management actions

In the first phase of piloting, participants will be able to select from an initial set of eight standards to build
their own agreements. These standards will help farmers to create greener landscapes and improve
biodiversity. They will promote cleaner air and water, and guard against environmental risks such as climate
change and flooding. This marks a further important step towards achieving our 25 Year Environment Plan
ambitions and our carbon net zero goals.

The standards will be ‘asset-based’, which means they will be based on specific features such as grassland,
hedgerows, water bodies, or woodland. Participants can choose which standards they want to do, and
whether to apply them to all relevant land on their farm or only some of it. For example, the arable and
horticultural land standard could be applied to all arable fields on a farm, or only some of them.

The initial eight standards we plan to take into the pilot are:

arable and horticultural land standard
arable and horticultural soils standard
improved grassland standard
improved grassland soils standard
low and no input grassland standard
hedgerow standard
on farm woodland standard
waterbody buffering standard

As the pilot progresses, more standards will be developed and introduced, increasing the number of asset
types covered.

Each standard has been developed based on evidence and practical experience of delivering environmental
benefits. Payments will be based on the actions contained within each standard being delivered in
combination.

Where appropriate, more than one standard can be applied to the same area of land. For example, the
arable and horticultural land standard and the arable and horticultural soils standard could be applied on the
same field. The hedgerow standard could be applied to manage hedges around that field. Guidance will be
provided to make sure that activities in different standards do not conflict.

Within each standard there are three levels for participants to choose from – introductory, intermediate and
advanced. Each level is more challenging, and more rewarding, than the previous level and delivers greater
environmental benefits.

Participants can select a different level for different standards to develop an agreement which works for their
business. For example, an applicant may decide to do the intermediate level hedgerow standard and the
introductory level waterbody buffering standard. The only exception to this model is the on-farm woodland
standard, which is set as a single level.



19/04/2021 Sustainable Farming Incentive: Defra’s plans for piloting and launching the scheme - GOV.UK

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainable-farming-incentive-scheme-pilot-launch-overview/sustainable-farming-incentive-defras-plans… 10/27

Pilot participants will select one level per standard. For example, a participant could choose to do the
Intermediate level of the hedgerow standard, and this would need to be applied across all the hedgerows
they have chosen to put into their pilot agreement.

All levels, including the introductory level, operate above regulatory requirements. In other words, none of
the standards would pay for things that are minimum expectations required by law.

The Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme is intended to reward farmers for delivering environmental
benefits across all farming systems, including organic farms. Through the pilot, we will work with farmers to
ensure the standards are applicable across all systems, recognise existing good practice and that there are
no unintended barriers to participation. During the pilot, we will also be considering the role accreditation
schemes could play in supporting the delivery of environmental benefits we want to achieve under the
Sustainable Farming Incentive.

More detail on the initial eight standards and associated payments is in Annex 1.

Guidance

Farmers will have access to simple written guidance on how to navigate the scheme (for example, making
an application). Guidance on how to carry out land management actions, along with indications of what
success looks like, will also be available to support farmers.

Guidance will be published on the GOV.UK website before applications for the pilot open in mid-2021. The
guidance will be progressively expanded and refined using feedback from farmers, stakeholders and
advisers.

Advice

We intend that the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme will be sufficiently straightforward for farmers to
make applications and implement agreements, using guidance that will be available on GOV.UK – without
the need for expert advice in most cases (for example, from a land agent, adviser, agronomist or similar). An
important point of piloting will be to test whether this is true in practice, and we will adjust the scheme based
on what we learn.

We expect the existing wide range of private sector advisers to be well placed to be the primary providers of
advice in the future schemes. During the early years of the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme, we will
help to build capacity and capability in the advice market. This will include equipping advisers with the
knowledge and resources needed to advise on the new schemes.

We will develop our approach to advice with participants. For example, we will work with participants who do
not source advice specific to their pilot application and agreement and compare their experience to those
who do. This will help us understand when, why and who they turned to for additional help.

We will see how a participant’s approach to advice affects their progress towards environmental outcomes
and levels of environmental ambition. We will also look at:

where advice is most commonly sought
the ability of the market to meet participant needs
perceptions around the value of advice
whether paid-for advice offers good value for farmers

Land management plans
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Land management plans are intended to be a major feature of the future schemes. They will allow farmers to
map and record the starting (baseline) condition of their land and plan their future land management
activities. They are intended to be a flexible tool owned by farmers – something they can adjust and update
to meet their individual needs and circumstances.

At the start of the pilot, land management plans will not be part of the formal application, but we will ask
participants to prepare them as part of learning activities.

We want land management plans to empower farmers and give them more say in how they deliver
environmental benefits. They also have potential to reduce administrative burden. For example, having a
record of the starting condition of land and actions taken might make it easier (for both farmers and
administrators) to demonstrate what has been done in return for public money.

Our approach to land management plans builds on the work of over 50 tests and trials, which have involved
thousands of participants working on land management plans. Initial feedback suggests farmers find them
useful and that the plans help to drive value for money and the delivery of public goods. Further work is
needed around how plans will best support agreement monitoring, compliance, transparency, local
awareness and engagement. This will be taken forward through further tests and trials, and piloting.

We will also work with participants to explore whether some of the information in land management plans
should be published. Experience from our tests and trials suggests that publishing plans could:

promote transparency around public spending
enable lighter touch checks and auditing
build local awareness and collaboration amongst participants
highlight the important work that farmers do for the environment

Application and agreement process

We want the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme application and agreement process to be
straightforward, quick and flexible. We want it to involve far less administrative effort than previous schemes.
We will use early piloting to test and improve the process.

We will look at how land management plans might support applications and agreements. For example, if the
plans could become a statement of what the farmer is agreeing to do, this might further simplify the
application process.

We also want to explore the extent to which ‘self-declared information’ can be used to support applications
and agreements. Self-declared information is information supplied by farmers and taken on trust, with less
need for up-front checking and verification by administrators. Should the pilot show that there is a high
degree of accuracy in the information provided by participants, this has potential to reduce administrative
burden for farmers and administrators. For example, farmers who provide timely and accurate information
might benefit from lighter-touch or less frequent compliance checks.

Scheme compliance and agreement monitoring

We want the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme to reflect a fundamental reset in our approach to
checking compliance and agreement monitoring. It should ensure long-term value for money through
delivery of sustainable environmental benefits at scale. We want to focus on outcomes and improvement,
rather than penalising shortcomings – while at the same time ensuring public money is properly
safeguarded.
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We will explore how Sustainable Farming Incentive compliance checks can be implemented simply and
effectively, adding value by supporting long-term success. For example, we will explore:

how farmers can demonstrate success (or, failing that, demonstrate compliance) through record
keeping including use of self-assessment to record progress – for example, photos and video evidence
how to target compliance checks, such as random selection or risk-based selection, and how those
checks should best operate
how to focus compliance on the quality and outcomes of work, rather than the largely quantitative
checks used under previous schemes. For example, we will focus on a hedgerow’s quality and how well
it was achieving its intended purpose – rather than on the exact application of actions and timings set
out in the pilot agreement guidance.
how to focus any enforcement on improvement. For example, if a farmer is having trouble implementing
an agreement, wherever possible we want to help them improve – rather than penalising them for what
they have not done well
new ways of monitoring using geospatial data, remote sensing and virtual checks
how membership of accreditation schemes may be recognised

All future schemes will need to have safeguards against the possibility of serious and deliberate non-
compliance. We want to ensure these measures are proportionate, and we will use our piloting to look at
how this might be achieved.

Supporting technology and administrative systems

We want the technology and administrative systems that support the future schemes to be effective,
functional and simple to use.

In the first phase of piloting, we will reuse and adapt existing systems. More developed systems will begin to
come online when the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme roll-out begins. We intend to develop and
improve these systems over time, with the aim of making them work much better for participants than those
used for existing schemes.

More widely, Defra will continue to work with farmers over the next few years to make sure the farmer-facing
systems we rely on are joined up, and can be accessed and used more easily.

Launching the first phase of piloting

Who we want to take part

We want our initial group of several hundred farmers to come from a range of farm types from across
England.

We need participants who have the capacity (on top of everything else they are doing) to commit to specific
learning activities and provide timely, regular and comprehensive feedback on the pilot version of the
Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme. For anyone who feels that piloting is not for them, other
opportunities are available (see Annex 2).

For the first phase of piloting, a farmer is only eligible if they:

are a recipient of the Basic Payments Scheme, registered on the Rural Payments Agency system
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enter land parcels (for example, fields) into the pilot that do not have an existing agri-environment
agreement on them
have management control of the land for the duration of the pilot (scheduled to run until late 2024).
They must either own the land with management control or have a tenancy of enough length to
implement their pilot agreement (including landlord’s permission if required)
enter land parcels that are in England
enter land parcels that are not registered common land or shared grazings

Public bodies (such as local authorities or government departments) are not eligible for the first phase of
piloting the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme.

In future phases, we are aiming to extend eligibility to include a wider range of farmers. We will also look to
extend eligibility to specific types of farm not eligible for the first phase, such as the inclusion of common
land and shared grazings.

In practice, entry into the first phase of piloting will also be limited by the fact that only an initial set of
standards will be available. For example, the initial standards will not include land with peaty soils,
unenclosed uplands, and specific measures to support animal health and welfare that lead to reduced
greenhouse gas emissions and other environmental benefits. As a result, some farms may not be able to
take part in the first phase of piloting. In later phases of piloting, a fuller range of standards will be available.

What piloting will involve

Participants will be required to undertake land management actions set out in their pilot agreement, and
actively take part in helping Defra learn from the pilot.

Pilot learning will involve a range of activities, including surveys, interviews, group meetings, workshops and
telling others about their experiences. We will be seeking feedback on all the scheme and process areas set
out above.

We will keep learning activities straightforward. We want to capture ideas while minimising bureaucracy.
However, potential participants should be aware that we anticipate that learning activities may involve, on
average, around 10-15 hours per month to inform our learning.

We expect that most of these hours will involve ‘thinking while doing’. For example, a participant might be
thinking about how aspects of the scheme (such as technical guidance or land management actions) could
be improved, while planning or physically undertaking work. A smaller proportion of the time would be desk
based, for example taking part in questionnaires or workshops.

Payments available in the pilot

Farmers will be paid a fair rate for participating in the pilot. This will include payment for land management
actions, and a participation payment for taking part in learning activities. Pilot agreements would last until the
pilot ends in late 2024.

Payment rates for land management actions, for the first phase of piloting, are shown in the table below.
More detail is given in Annex 1. These rates are set at a broadly equivalent level to rates under Countryside
Stewardship. This is a starting position only. Updated payment rates for the launch of the Sustainable
Farming Incentive scheme from 2022 are currently being developed, in consultation with farmers and
representative groups.
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As our approach to Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme payments evolves, this will be reflected in pilot
payment rates. Participants already in the pilot will not be unfairly disadvantaged compared to those who join
later.

Standard Initial base rates (first phase of pilot only)

Arable and horticultural land standard from £28 up to £74 per hectare

Arable and horticultural soils standard from £30 up to £59 per hectare

Improved grassland standard from £27 up to £97 per hectare

Improved grassland soils standard from £6 up to £8 per hectare

Low and no input grassland standard from £22 up to £110 per hectare

Hedgerow standard from £16 up to £24 per 100 metres

On farm woodland standard £49 per hectare

Waterbody buffering standard from £16 up to £34 per 100 metres

In some cases, additional payments are available, as explained in Annex 1.

We will adopt a principle of no double payments. This means we will not pay someone for doing a land
management action if they are also being paid for doing the same thing in the same place under another
government scheme (such as Countryside Stewardship). We are also considering how this might extend to
people receiving payments under a private arrangement, such as carbon trading or biodiversity net gain
credits.

The participation payment will be a flat rate (the same for each participant) to help keep the payment simple
and as fair as possible. For example, this means that a participant with a smaller area of land will be paid the
same as one with a larger land area. This is because the learning demands on each participant are the
same.

We plan to pay monthly in arrears from the date agreements start, except for capital item payments. These
will follow a claim-back process (so a farmer will pay for a capital item and then claim back from Defra).

As for Countryside Stewardship, pilot participants who are eligible for BPS payments will continue to receive
their BPS payments for the duration of the pilot.

Annex 1 sets out the payment rates for land management actions in the first phase of piloting. We will
publish further details on the pilot participation payment in due course.

More information on the payments for the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme from 2022 will be
published in due course.

How to volunteer

Farmers will be invited to submit expressions of interest to take part in piloting. This will help us gauge the
level of interest within the farming community and get a good mix of participants. Interested farmers will be
asked to complete and submit a short, simple tick-box form online.
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Once we have enough expressions of interest, we will invite farmers from a mix of farms and locations to
make a pilot application. If we are oversubscribed, interested parties will be selected at random and invited
to apply.

People who have been invited to apply will prepare their applications and, if eligible, enter into an
agreement.

Expected timings are:

March 2021: pilot information published, and farmers invited to make expressions of interest
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainable-farming-incentive-expression-of-interest) for taking part
in piloting
June 2021: selected farmers invited to submit an application
Summer 2021: agreements processed
October 2021: first agreements go live
November 2021: first monthly payments issued

Piloting of future schemes

We are planning further piloting of the Sustainable Farming Incentive and other future schemes from 2022.

Preparations for piloting the Local Nature Recovery scheme will begin in 2021. We expect to begin piloting
this scheme in 2022. We will pilot a number of scheme aspects. This will include exploring how best to bring
together groups of farmers and land managers to deliver large-scale environmental benefits that align with
Local Nature Recovery strategies. More details will be released in due course.

Piloting of Landscape Recovery will centre around 10 large land use change projects, starting from 2022. In
2021, we will publish details of how we will invite nominations for potential projects.

Annex 1: Overview of initial standards

The tables below outline the initial eight standards involved in the first phase of piloting the Sustainable
Farming Incentive scheme. They give an overview of the type of actions available to participants, and the
intended outcomes.

The standards will encourage wildlife and carbon-friendly farming – for example through hedgerow, soil and
woodland management.

This is an initial, high-level, summary only. The full description of where and how standards can be applied,
more detail on actions, and how success can be gauged, will be published before the pilot application
window opens in June 2021.

Further guidance will also explain important terms used in the tables below. For example, it will explain how
to identify grassland types (improved, or low and no input), how to develop management plans, and how to
carry out soil assessments.

The payment rates set out in the tables are only for the first phase of piloting. As explained above, these
rates are a starting position only. Updated rates for the launch of the Sustainable Farming Incentive scheme
from 2022 are currently being developed, in consultation with farmers and other representative groups.

The tables show the base payment rates associated with each standard. For example, the base payment for
the hedgerow introductory level is £16 per 100 metres.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainable-farming-incentive-expression-of-interest
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The tables also show additional payments for additional actions that will apply in some circumstances.
Please note that:

additional actions only appear in certain standards. As with normal actions, they build on the previous
ambition level. For example, an intermediate additional action would also include additional actions
from the introductory level
where they are included in a standard, they only apply to limited areas where there is a particular need
for additional actions (for example, land where soil is at high risk of erosion and run-off, or where there
is a need to add buffer zones around trees in arable fields)
some farms will not have land that qualifies for additional actions
guidance will be made available before the application window opens in June 2021, to help applicants
identify whether additional actions may be relevant to their farms

Capital items will be available to support all the standards. Items will include planting new hedges, filling
gaps in hedgerows, tree planting, fencing, and livestock water troughs. This is not set out in the tables
below, but details will be published alongside further guidance on standards.

Arable and horticultural land standard

Manage your arable and horticultural land to increase farmland biodiversity, including wild bird and pollinator
populations. Your land will:

provide food rich habitats for a variety of species
increase habitat connectivity
ensure efficient use of nutrients
manage pest populations
reduce greenhouse gas emissions
improve water quality

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level (£28 per hectare)
Intermediate level (£54 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£74 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory and intermediate
levels plus

Provide year-round resources for
farmland birds and insects

Improve nutrient use efficiency and
reduce loses to the environment by
carrying out a nutrient budget

Provide nesting and shelter for
wildlife by having areas of tall
vegetation and scrub

Better meet your soil requirements by
following a nutrient management plan

Increase habitat for farm and
aquatic wildlife through rotational
ditch management

Benefit from crop pest predators
by locating their habitats next to
cropped areas

Minimise emissions of ammonia
through rapid incorporation of organic
manures and slurry on ploughed land

Better target your nutrient
application by carrying out soil
mapping

Use efficient precision application
equipment for fertilisers and
organic manures
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Introductory level (£28 per hectare)
Intermediate level (£54 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£74 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory and intermediate
levels plus

Additional action As in introductory level As in introductory level

This applies only: to in-field trees on
arable and horticultural land   

Actions required: protect your in-field
trees and provide a habitat for wildlife
by having a buffer

  

Additional payment on top of the base
payment: £10 per tree

  

Arable and horticultural soils standard

Maintain and improve the condition and structure of your soil to promote clean water, and improve climate
resilience, biodiversity and food production. This will help to:

reduce levels of sediment, nutrients and chemical pollution in water
reduce flooding
reduce erosion and run-off
reduce greenhouse gas emissions
maintain or enhance carbon storage, water storage and biodiversity

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level (£30 per
hectare)

Intermediate level (£47 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£59/ha) All actions
in the introductory and intermediate
levels plus

Identify the priority areas for soil
management on your farm by
carrying out a soil assessment

Further improve soil structure and
biology by providing minimum inputs
of organic matter over more of your
arable and horticultural land

Further improve soil structure and
biology by providing minimum inputs of
organic matter over more of your
arable and horticultural land

 

Maintain soil organic matter and
support soil biology by reducing
tillage depths on some of your
arable and horticultural land

Reduce flooding and improve soil
structure, soil carbon and soil biology
by producing a soil management plan
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Introductory level (£30 per
hectare)

Intermediate level (£47 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£59/ha) All actions
in the introductory and intermediate
levels plus

Protect your soil from runoff,
erosion and flooding and help
increase crop yields by taking
measures to maintain soil
structure and avoid or alleviate
soil compaction

Reduce the risk of soil erosion and
maintain soil organic matter by
reducing tillage on fields identified
as high and very high risk of surface
run-off or soil erosion

Reduce soil damage by limiting the
area of the field that is travelled on

Improve the soil structure and
biology by inputting organic
matter on some of your arable
and horticultural land

  

Reduce the risk of soil erosion
by cultivating and drilling across
slopes where appropriate

  

Protect the soil from soil erosion
and run-off by maintaining
minimum soil cover over winter,
where appropriate

  

Additional action Additional action Additional action 1

This applies only: to land you
have assessed: (i) to be at high
or very high risk of surface run-
off or soil erosion; and/or (ii)
land that regularly floods

This applies only: to land you have
assessed: (i) to be at moderate, high
and very high risk of surface run-off
or soil erosion; and/or (ii) light sandy
soil; and/or (iii) land that regularly
floods

This applies only: to land you have
assessed: (i) to be at moderate, high
and very high risk of surface run-off or
soil erosion; and/or (ii) light sandy or
shallow soils; and/or (iii) land that
regularly floods

Actions required: maintain good
soil structure, retain nutrients
and protect soil from run-off and
soil erosion by establishing and
maintaining dense winter green
cover

Actions required: maintain good soil
structure, retain nutrients and
protect soil from run-off and soil
erosion by establishing winter green
cover

Actions required: maintain good soil
structure, retain nutrients and protect
soil from run-off and soil erosion by
establishing winter green cover

Additional payment on top of
the base payment: £114 per
hectare

Additional payment on top of the
base payment: £114 per hectare

Additional payment on top of the base
payment: £114 per hectare



19/04/2021 Sustainable Farming Incentive: Defra’s plans for piloting and launching the scheme - GOV.UK

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainable-farming-incentive-scheme-pilot-launch-overview/sustainable-farming-incentive-defras-plans… 19/27

Introductory level (£30 per
hectare)

Intermediate level (£47 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£59/ha) All actions
in the introductory and intermediate
levels plus

  

and 

Additional action 2 

This applies only: to land you have
assessed to be at high and very high
risk of surface run-off, or that regularly
floods 

Actions required: convert a proportion
of it to permanent grassland 

Additional payment on top of the base
payment: £311 per hectare

Improved grassland standard

Sustainably manage your improved grasslands to increase biodiversity and resilience to climate change,
improve soil condition and carbon storage, and to improve water and air quality. Your grassland will help:

improve the status of declining species
increase connectivity of habitats
provide pollinator resources
reduce agricultural greenhouse gas emissions
reduce sediment and nutrient run-off

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level (£27 per
hectare)

Intermediate level (£62 per hectare)
All actions in the introductory level
plus

Advanced level (£97 per hectare) All
actions in the introductory and
intermediate levels plus

Increase above and below
ground biodiversity by grazing
to retain a minimum sward
height

Increase biodiversity and provide
habitat for breeding birds by altering
the timing of your silage cuts

Increase biodiversity and habitats for
wildlife by managing grazing or cutting
to provide a higher sward height over a
larger area

Increase habitats for insects
and small mammals by leaving
uncut margins to produce
flowers and seeds

Increase habitat for farm and aquatic
wildlife through rotational ditch
management

Improve soil structure and biology and
provide increased pollinator resource
with legume and herb-rich swards
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Introductory level (£27 per
hectare)

Intermediate level (£62 per hectare)
All actions in the introductory level
plus

Advanced level (£97 per hectare) All
actions in the introductory and
intermediate levels plus

Protect your areas of historic
interest by maintaining
permanent grassland cover on
them

Improve nutrient use efficiency and
reduce losses to the environment
with a nutrient budget

Increase the food available for birds in
winter by leaving some ryegrass to
bear seed

Protect soils and reduce loses
to the environment by following
a nutrient management plan

Use slurry more efficiently by testing
content, managing application rates
and using low emission technologies

Better target your nutrient application
by carrying out soil mapping

Provide more habitats for
wildlife by taking small areas
out of cutting and grazing
management

Improve your soil structure and
biology, provide pollinator resource
and reduce fertiliser application, with
clover and legumes

Use efficient precision application
equipment for fertilisers and organic
manures

Additional action As in introductory level As in introductory level

This applies only: to in-field
trees on improved grassland   

Actions required: protect your
in-field trees and provide a
habitat for wildlife by having a
buffer

  

Additional payment on top of
the base payment: £3 per tree

  

Improved grassland soils standard

Maintain and improve the condition and structure of your soil to promote clean water, improve climate
resilience, biodiversity and food production. This will help to:

reduce levels of sediment, nutrients and chemical pollution in water
reduce flooding
reduce erosion and run-off
reduce greenhouse gas emissions
maintain or enhance carbon storage, water storage and biodiversity

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:
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Introductory level (£6 per hectare) Intermediate level (£6 per hectare) All
actions in the introductory level plus

Advanced level (£8 per
hectare) All actions in
the introductory and
intermediate levels
plus

Introductory level (£6 per hectare) Intermediate level (£6 per hectare) All
actions in the introductory level plus

Advanced level (£8 per
hectare) All actions in
the introductory and
intermediate levels
plus

Identify the priority areas for soil
management on your farm by
carrying out a soil assessment

Protect fields from soil erosion, maintain soil
carbon and support soil biological activity by
reducing tillage on temporary grassland
identified as high and very high risk of surface
run-off or soil erosion

To improve soil
structure, soil carbon
and soil biology and
reduce flooding,
produce a soil
management plan

Protect your soil from run-off and
flooding, and increase yields, by
taking measures to maintain soil
structure and avoid or alleviate soil
compaction and poaching

 

Reduce soil compaction
by limiting the area of
the field that is travelled
on

When reseeding temporary
grassland at high or very risk of
surface run-off, soil erosion or
flooding, establish grass to achieve
good ground cover before winter

  

Additional actions Additional actions As in introductory and
intermediate levels

This applies only: to land you have
assessed: (i) to be at high or very
high risk of surface run-off or soil
erosion; and/or (ii) land that regularly
floods

This applies only: to land you have assessed:
(i) to be at moderate, high and very high risk
of surface run-off or soil erosion; and/or (ii)
land that regularly floods

 

Actions required (1): maintain good
soil structure by managing stocking
densities when soils are wet to
minimise poaching and soil
compaction.

Actions required (1): maintain good soil
structure by managing stocking densities
when soils are wet to minimise poaching and
soil compaction.

 

Additional payment on top of the
base payment: £88 per hectare

Additional payment on top of the base
payment: £88 per hectare

 

and 

Actions required (2): maintain as
permanent grassland and only re-
seed by direct drilling or over-sowing
to reduce erosion.

and  

Actions required (2): maintain as permanent
grassland and only re-seed by direct drilling or
over-sowing to reduce soil erosion.
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Introductory level (£6 per hectare) Intermediate level (£6 per hectare) All
actions in the introductory level plus

Advanced level (£8 per
hectare) All actions in
the introductory and
intermediate levels
plus

Additional payment on top of the
base payment: £56 per hectare

Additional payment on top of the base
payment: £56 per hectare  

Low and no input grassland standard

Sustainably manage your low and no input grasslands to benefit wildlife, including pollinators, by protecting
existing quality habitat and improving the diversity of other grasslands. Your grassland will help to:

increase the resilience of wildlife populations to climate change
improve soil, water and air quality
maintain and improve soil carbon stores

Retaining low and no input grassland will contribute to local landscape character.

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level (£22
per hectare)

Intermediate level (£89 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£110 per hectare) All actions in
the introductory and intermediate levels plus

Manage weeds and
invasive and competitive
species in ways that
reduce herbicide
impacts

Further increase botanical
diversity by managing pasture
without fertiliser, and only
farmyard manure on meadows

Increase biodiversity by making field-dried hay or
haylage on a greater proportion of meadows

Buffer your in-field trees
to protect them and
provide a habitat for
wildlife

Improve habitat for breeding
waders by managing rush,
where present

 

Increase botanical
diversity by limiting
application rates of
inorganic fertiliser and
manure

Increase available nesting,
shelter and food resources by
managing tall vegetation,
ponds and scrub

 

Provide more habitats
for wildlife by leaving
some uncut margins to
produce flowers and
seed

Increase botanical biodiversity
by making field-dried hay or
haylage in meadows
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Introductory level (£22
per hectare)

Intermediate level (£89 per
hectare) All actions in the
introductory level plus

Advanced level (£110 per hectare) All actions in
the introductory and intermediate levels plus

Minimise the impacts of
supplementary feeding
on grasslands, water
courses and wildlife

  

Increase habitat for farm
and aquatic wildlife
through rotational ditch
management

  

Increase biodiversity by
managing grazing to
leave a minimum sward
height

  

No additional actions No additional actions
Choose one of the following: 

Additional action 1

  

This applies only: to small areas of wetland and
damp grassland on your farm that can increase
botanical diversity, provide feeding areas for wading
birds and contribute to reducing flood risk 

Actions required: blocking drains where there is
potential to create or extend small wetland areas 

Additional payment on top of the base payment:
£127 per hectare

  

or  

Additional action 2  

This applies only: to floodplain grasslands 

Actions required: manage wet grasslands to
increase botanical diversity and provide habitat for
waders and wildfowl 

Additional payment on top of the base payment:
£127 per hectare

Hedgerows standard
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Manage your hedgerows to provide year-round food, shelter and breeding cover for birds and insects. Your
hedgerows will:

strengthen landscape character
maintain and improve habitat connectivity
increase resilience to climate change
reduce greenhouse gas emissions
contribute to improving local air quality
reduce soil erosion

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level
(£16/100m)

Intermediate level (£21/100m) All
actions in the introductory level plus

Advanced level (£24/100m) All
actions in the introductory and
intermediate levels plus

Increase the amount of
pollen, nectar and berries in
your hedges by leaving
areas uncut each year

Increase the food and habitat available to
wildlife by leaving more areas uncut or
raising the cutting height, and by having
frequent hedgerow trees

Provide increased wildlife habitat by
having more trees amongst your
hedges and buffer strips along more
of your hedgerows

Provide more habitat for
wildlife by having occasional
hedgerow trees

Protect your hedgerows from
agrochemicals, fertilisers and physical
disturbance with buffer strips

 

Farm woodland standard

Sustainably manage your on-farm woodland to provide a biodiverse habitat for woodland and farmland
species including pollinators. Your woodland will provide connectivity between habitats through ride
management and increase carbon stocks including through deadwood maintenance.

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level (note: there is only one level for this standard) (£49 per hectare)

Increase connectivity between habitats through temporary internal open spaces and ride management

Provide more habitats for wildlife and increase carbon stocks through deadwood management

Increase your knowledge of your woodland and inform future management by completing a woodland

Condition Assessment (£100 one-off payment)

Increase your awareness of the threats to your woodland including deer, squirrel and pests and diseases by
attending a webinar (£25 one-off payment)

Waterbody buffering standard
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Establish and manage buffer and in-field grass strips to better protect water bodies, improve wildlife habitat,
and slow the flow of surface water run-off. You will be helping to improve and enhance water quality. You will
also be helping to reduce pressure on waterbodies and aquatic species, through control of sediment,
nutrients, pathogens and contaminants lost from agricultural land.

A summary of actions and payments is in the table below:

Introductory level
(£16/100m)

Intermediate level (£29/100m) All
actions in the introductory level plus

Advanced Level (£34/100m) All actions
in the introductory and intermediate
levels plus

Identify where to put
your buffer strips by
carrying out a run-off
and soil erosion risk
assessment

Further increase protection of the water
course and provide better habitat for
wildlife and better habitat connectivity by
increasing the size of some of your buffer
strips

Provide further habitats for wildlife and
enhance soil structure and nutrient uptake
within the buffer by including an
appropriate wildflower mix into some of
your buffer strips

Protect water courses
and prevent pollutants
entering the water by
having grass buffer
strips

  

Additional action As in introductory level As in introductory level

This applies only: to
land where additional
in-field measures are
needed to intercept
run-off water

  

Actions required:
establish in-field grass
strips or blocks on
cultivated land

  

Additional payment on
top of the base
payment: £0.05 per m2
(£500 per hectare
equivalent)

  

Annex 2: Other options available to farmers

In November 2020, Defra released details of a number of schemes and offers available to farmers over the
agricultural transition period. The table below gives an overview. Note that these are our expected dates, but
they are subject to change.
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More details are set out in Defra’s Farming is Changing (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-
farming-changes-to-farming-in-england) and Agricultural Transition Plan
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024) documents.

Environmental and animal outcomes

Scheme Arable Livestock
Foresters/
woodland
managers

Growers Further
info

Applications
open Start End

Forestry
Commission
Incentives

Yes Yes Yes Yes  All year 2020 TBC

Farmers in
Protected
Landscapes

Yes Yes Yes Yes Feb
2021  Apr

2021 2024

Tree Health
Pilot Yes Yes Yes Yes Apr

2021 Aug 2021 Oct
2021 2024

Tree Health
Scheme Yes Yes Yes Yes 2024 2024 2024 N/A

Animal
Health and
Welfare
Pathway
Funding

 Yes   2021 2022 2022 TBC

New
Countryside
Stewardship
agreements
and Capital
Grants

Yes Yes Yes Yes Feb
2021 9 Feb 2021

1
January
each
year

2023
for 1
January
2024
start
date

Improving farm prosperity

Scheme Arable Livestock
Foresters/
woodland
managers

Growers Further
info

Applications
open Start End

Farm
Resilience
Scheme (Phase
2)

Yes Yes Yes Yes Mar
2021

Jun 2021 May
2021

Oct
2024

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-farming-changes-to-farming-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024
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Scheme Arable Livestock
Foresters/
woodland
managers

Growers Further
info

Applications
open Start End

Farming
Investment
Fund –
Equipment &
Technology,
and
Transformation

Yes Yes Yes Yes Apr 21 Dec 21
Dec
2021 2026

Innovation
Research &
Development
scheme

Yes Yes Yes Yes
Oct
2021 2022 2022 2028

Slurry
Investment
Scheme

    2022 2022 Autumn
2022 2025

New Entrant
Support
Scheme

    Nov
2021 2022 2022 2024

Direct payments, lump sums and delinking

Scheme Further info Applications
open Start End

Lump Sum Exit Scheme (subject to
consultation)

August/September
2021

2022 2022 TBC

Delinked payments 2024 2024 2024 2027

Print this page


