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Agricultural Transition in Scotland: first steps towards our national policy 
Submission to consultation  

 
SAOS would like to contribute the following response to the consultation.  As 
Scotland’s experts in farm co-operatives and supply chain collaboration, we have 
focused on how co-operation can be part of the policy solution to mitigating climate 
change in agriculture, promoting biodiversity, stimulating the rural economy, and 
safeguard a Just Transition.   
 
SAOS is a not-for-profit development organisation owned by its membership.  As a 
membership organisation we are committed to driving growth within agri and food 
co-operatives and stimulating collaboration within their supply chains.  Scotland’s 
agricultural co-operatives have a collective turnover of over £1.5bn per annum and a 
constituency of 25,000 members, representing produce across all farm commodity 
sectors.   They have extensive reach and influence within Scottish farming, and as 
such can and do act as agents for change and disseminators of innovation and best 
practice to their farmer members. 
 
Groups of producers working together to achieve more than they can individually, i.e. 
a co-operative, is a proven and highly effective rural development tool.  Their very 
raison d’etre is to promote sustainable efficiency for their community.  The benefits 
achieved collectively through scale – to afford specialist expertise or technology – is 
returned to the individual users and their rural community.  There are no distant 
shareholders demanding a return on capital, the benefit of the co-op is to the user 
(i.e. the member and owner).   
 
Co-operatives promote upskilling and employment in the rural areas that they serve.  
The opportunity for Scottish farmers and crofters to get involved and drive 
meaningful business and environmental progress extends from livestock marketing, 
buying groups and machinery rings into exciting new areas such as data, sensor 
technologies, breeding programmes, diversification, and natural capital. Co-
operatives demonstrate an innovative and dynamic model to deliver improved rural 
economic and environmental sustainability. 
  
SAOS believe the framework provided by a co-operative, to practically enable 
working together, provides tangible environmental and near market benefits that 
deliver short and medium-term gains whilst setting a robust structure for longer-term 
legacy.  It is a proven model used across the developed world to deliver 
environmental, community, economic, and conservation goals that can include 
Scottish agricultures climate change commitments, Just Transition, and Scotland 
Food & Drink Ambition 2030. 
  
We hope you find this useful and welcome any opportunity to discuss further. 
 
In co-operation 
SAOS Team 
 

http://www.saos.coop/
mailto:saos@saos.coop


 

 

Agricultural Transition in Scotland: first steps 
towards our national policy 
 

Respondent Information Form 
 
Please Note this form must be completed and returned with your response. 
To find out how we handle your personal data, please see our privacy policy: 
https://www.gov.scot/privacy/  
 
Are you responding as an individual or an organisation?   

 Individual 

 Organisation 

Full name or organisation’s name 

 

Phone number  

Address  

Postcode  

 

Email Address 

 

The Scottish Government would like your  

permission to publish your consultation  

response. Please indicate your publishing  

preference: 

 

 Publish response with name 

 Publish response only (without name)  

 Do not publish response 

 

We will share your response internally with other Scottish Government policy teams 
who may be addressing the issues you discuss. They may wish to contact you again 
in the future, but we require your permission to do so. Are you content for Scottish 
Government to contact you again in relation to this consultation exercise? 

 Yes 

 No  

SAOS (Scottish Agricultural Organisation Society) 

Rural Centre, West Mains, Ingliston, Newbridge 

0131 472 4100 

EH28 8NZ 
 

Robert.logan@saos.coop  

Information for organisations: 

The option 'Publish response only (without 
name)’ is available for individual 
respondents only. If this option is selected, 
the organisation name will still be 
published.  

If you choose the option 'Do not publish 
response', your organisation name may still 
be listed as having responded to the 
consultation in, for example, the analysis 
report. 

 

https://www.gov.scot/privacy/
mailto:Robert.logan@saos.coop


 

 

Agricultural Transition in Scotland: first steps towards our national policy 
Consultation questions   
 

1. Baselining 
 

a. Yes  
b. No  
c. I don’t know  

 
 B.  Please explain your answer 
 

2. Should collected data be submitted for national collation?  
 

a. Yes  
b. No  
c. I don’t know  

 
If yes, what information should be collated nationally?  

 
  

In consultation with our co-op members, it was agreed that baseline information is 
required.  It was stressed, however, that any system of support should not 
inadvertently disadvantage producers who are already high performing, whose 
incremental gains are likely to be smaller and progressively more challenging.  It is 
also important to ensure that any data capture is simple and, where possible, 
automated to encourage accuracy and industry engagement.      
 
 
 

Yes, but this should be limited to key bellwether data and prioritise what can be 
extrapolated from existing sources.  There will otherwise be a temptation to 
nationally collate a new and vast clutter of data that creates unnecessary 
bureaucracy, inefficiency, frustration and duplication at industry and national level.    
 
 



 

 

3. What are the next steps that can be taken to commit businesses to continuous 

improvement utilising the information presented by carbon, soil, biodiversity 

auditing? 

Please explain your answer 

4. How can baselining activities be incorporated into common business practices 

across all farm types?  

Please explain your answer 

A need for industry-controlled data:  Farming must take control of its own data.  
This alternative approach creates a more empowered, engaged, and proactive 
sector.  Government has an opportunity to change its relationship from one where 
the industry (i.e. thousands of individual farmers) look to Government as a crutch 
to one of a proactive partnership.  Producers spend a large and increasing amount 
of time collecting data on behalf of stakeholders and supply chain customers but 
little is collated and analysed to more directly benefit farm efficiency, 
benchmarking or marketing.   
 
ScotEID presents a highly efficient example of industry ownership and partnership 
with Government, whose value has extended beyond traceability to animal health 
and brand integrity.  Supporting a similar structure for environment, biodiversity, 
and social value would be highly valuable.  That is, Government would be 
facilitating greater industry use of data rather than dictating and controlling it.  
Supporting an industry data platform to cover the ‘triple bottom line’ provides the 
credibility and integrity for sector or industry promotion, and producer group / co-op 
/ organisation market development.  This would align and work with Scotland Food 
& Drink and Scottish Government policy objectives.   
 
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   
 

Co-operatively owned data can be the optimal vehicle for aggregating and 
managing data from which insights and value can be derived.  Industry-led, 
livestock producer co-op data mechanisms are already proving their worth, as 
evidenced by the value being created by ScotEID – Scotland’s national livestock 
traceability system.    
 

Scottish Government are aware of the Livestock Performance Programme (LPP).  
This project is an example of how the subtle difference in data ownership and 
approach can be significant.  LPP is making additional use of existing livestock 
traceability data within ScotEID that can provide valuable herd insight to improve 
business and environmental efficiency.  SAOS are introducing features to support 
trend analysis and nudge techniques that will help producers more actively engage 
with derived charts and tables, leading to greater impact.     
 

The value of data is only going to increase but farmers often give it away for others 
to derive benefit.  Improved data handling (collated from existing or new but often 
disparate sources) offers an opportunity to automate some elements of 
compliance and ‘dashboarding’, valuable for management insight.  There is a 
sense of greater ownership, confidence, and interaction with the data if it is derived 
from farmers own sources.  A standardised methodology for collection can also 
ensure industry credibility.                                                

PTO 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Wider adoption of smart sensing technology would allow farmers to better 
manage inputs, improving efficiency, lowering waste and reducing carbon 
emissions.  Smart sensors allow farmers to monitor livestock/crops, machinery, 
soils, and stores in real-time – the intelligence derived from such sensors allows 
producers to take remedial action quicker, leading to improved enterprise 
management, stock health and quality.  The adoption of smart digital technology 
will not only lead to benefits at the farm level, but importantly to the whole supply 
chain, through improved information flows, provision of timely and accurate data, 
and enhanced decision-making capabilities. 
 
Sensor technology can also be deployed in the natural environment, helping 
reduce wastage, monitor soil health and wildlife e.g. soil temp sensors to identify 
the optimum time for spring fertiliser application, silage effluent tank sensors to 
provide alerts when the tank is full to prevent pollution events. 
LoRaWan tech. (as championed by SmartRural, https://www.smartrural.coop/) 
offers a low-cost way of connecting sensor technologies within a rural and remote 
rural setting.  As mentioned, subsequent data provides real-time actionable insight, 
enables trend analysis and even supports forecasting.   
 
Augmenting multiple farmer-controlled sensor and data sources has the 
potential to further strengthen insight.  In summary, using technology and a co-
operative commercial model to deliver solutions and distribute the benefit more 
widely. 
 
Support for this approach would scale-up available features and accelerate 
national rollout.  Such an initiative is farmer controlled and highly efficient – its 
direct communication with practical problems ensures there is a short feedback 
loop and response time between problem and solution.    
 
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   

https://www.smartrural.coop/


 

 

Capital Funding 
 

5. Should capital funding be limited to only providing support for capital items 
that have a clear link to reducing greenhouse gas emissions?  

  
a. Yes  
b. No  
c. Don’t know  

 
B. If not, why not?  

 
6. What Role should match funding have in any capital funding? 

 
Please explain your answer 
 

  

Match funding is a valuable tool in focusing projects that offer the best value for 
public funds and can deliver broadest industry impact.   
 
SAOS and our members would like to see any future support incentivised to 
encourage greater farmer co-operation – please see reference to a more joined-up 
approach achievable through Environmental Co-operatives outlined in response to 
question nine.   
 
Please also see more detail in response to question seven, below.   
 
 

-- 



 

 

 
7. What capital funding should be provided to the sector to assist in 

transformational change, particularly given that in many instances the support 
called for was directly related productivity or efficiency, that should improve 
financial returns of the business concerned? 

 
Please explain your answer 
  

In consultation with Scotland’s agricultural co-operatives the following 
recommendations were made: 
 
The Food Processing and Marketing Grant Scheme (FPMG) – and the need 
for greater support for a co-operative and collaborative approach: 
 

• Increase the FPMG Grant budget.  The current FPMC grant scheme 
budget of c£10m pa is insufficient to stimulate the innovation and 
investment required by the industry to tackle the challenges facing the 
industry and to improve its competitiveness.  
 

• Encourage farmer co-operation.  Additional support to incentivise farmer 
co-operation and collaboration should be provided.  We would like to see 
a higher level of capital grant for bona fide co-ops of 50%.  In an industry 
where margins are low and operating at scale is a necessity, the 
encouragement of farmers to co-operate is essential.   
 

• Conditionality for capital grant recipients.   Recipients of capital grants 
should have a conditional requirement to demonstrate tangible 
engagement with supply chain improvements back to their farmer 
suppliers .  This would provide a real stimulus for a more collaborative 
supply chain approach.  The challenge is to move away from the 
traditional transactional supply chain, to one that works collaboratively, 
where partners work closely together to meet shared objectives.  These 
objectives are typically focused on improving efficiency, reducing waste, 
improving customer service, and tackling specific aspects of supply chain 
performance for the benefit of all partners in the supply chain. 
 

• Fragile processing sector and lack of Scottish capacity.  Every day there 
are lambs, milk, pigs and potatoes being transported down to England and 
Wales for processing.  This is not only inefficient in terms of carbon but 
importantly is a loss of added value opportunities.  We need incentives to 
encourage farmers to either own or take a stake, through joint-venture 
collaboration, in processing plants. We would like to see farmer 
investment in processing facilities being eligible for a 50% grant.  
 

• Another reason to support co-operation is that a primary role of a co-op is 
to tackle the imbalance in bargaining power in the food and drink supply 
chains.  The continued consolidation of processing, manufacturers and 
retail businesses means increasingly multi-national companies exploit 
their dominance resulting in farmer producers being weak price takers.   

 
PTO 

 
 



 

 

  

 
Extending the EU Fruit and Veg Scheme – and the need for greater support 
for a co-operative and collaborative approach: 
 

• The EU “Fruit and Veg Aid” Scheme has been widely acknowledged as a 
hugely successful scheme, responsible for transforming the Scottish soft 
fruit and veg sectors.  We would like to see the scheme extended to other 
sectors e.g potatoes and cereals.  This is a great opportunity to drive the 
transformational change required.   
 

• The match-funded grant aid plays a vital role in supporting innovative 
producers to co-operate and continually invest in their operations.  This 
generates improved productivity and efficiency, higher rates of return, 
great customer value, maintains farmer producer confidence, and builds 
supply chain resilience.  Operating to a set of criteria and procedures 
within an “Operational Programme”, ensures production practices are 
environmentally sound, helping protect the quality of water and soil, plus 
preserving and encouraging biodiversity. 

 
 

SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   
 



 

 

Biodiversity 
 

8. Should all farm and crofting businesses be incentivised to undertake actions 
which enhance biodiversity?  

 
a. Yes  
b. No  
c. Don’t know  

 
9. What actions would be required by the farming and crofting sectors to deliver 

a significant increase in biodiversity and wider-environmental benefits to 
address the biodiversity crisis? 

  
Please explain your answer  

Environmental co-operatives offer a proactive alternative to help deliver the 
level of environmental and conservation improvements aspired:   
 
A more co-operative approach is required to deliver greater conservation benefit 
across farms and local landscapes.  The environmental co-operative model, 
adopted across northern Europe, has been very successful in co-ordinating agri-
enviro measures on the ground, alongside Government and stakeholder input, to 
create landscape scale habitats and nature corridors.  It has been a highly 
successful partnership that delivers national policy objectives through local 
producer engagement and action, having identified (practical/workable) solutions.  
Individual producers adopt a flexible number of measures; specialist 
conservation advisors combined with a coordination role (linking habitats and 
management) ensure a local application, involving multiple holdings, provides 
greater biodiversity value and pragmatic solutions on farms than any number of 
individual stand-alone schemes.  SAOS would strongly encourage a similar 
approach as a solution to delivering Scotland’s biodiversity goals.   
 
It is an enticing model that presents a refreshing way for producers to take 
ownership of the challenge, help land managers in providing pragmatic solutions, 
and see value in natural capital as complementary to food production.  
 
A national environmental data platform for the industry to tackle the triple 
bottom line: 
 
CarbonPositive is an ambitious SAOS initiative working to capture and celebrate 
the public goods being delivered through positive farmland management and 
drive change at farm level, https://saos.coop/what-we-do/carbonpositive.  
Existing but well-presented data that can then be augmented with ground-truth 
farm controlled data [see part one response to question three] more quickly 
supports high-value discussions on what agri-enviro measures can be delivered 
on holding, how producers can collectively present landscape scale solutions, 
and unlock previously untapped marketing opportunities – supporting the green 
economy.  This offers a more dynamic approach to meeting catchment/regional 
agri-enviro priorities. 
  
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   
 

https://saos.coop/what-we-do/carbonpositive


 

 

Just transition 
 

  
10.  What do you see as the main opportunities for farmers and land managers in 

a Just Transition to a net zero economy?   
 
Please explain your answer 

 

Co-operatives are a proven and highly effective rural development tool 
throughout the developed world.  UK data shows that we are lagging 
contemporary countries in terms of agricultural productivity, competitiveness, 
rural economic growth, and farmer co-operation participation rates.   
 
Support for the rural co-operative model aligns well with the aims of the Just 
Transition Commission:  
 

• Rural co-operatives help deliver more than can be achieved individually.   

• Co-operatives are owned and controlled by their users, with a democratic 
and transparent structure that puts people first, not capital.   

• Co-operatives retain the value generated by the active croft and farming 
membership within their rural and remote rural communities.  The 
shareholders and beneficiaries are those that use the co-op services.  
There are no distant shareholding partners demanding a return on capital.   

• Co-operatives are not for sale; they are there to serve a purpose for the 
whole constituency.  That is, they think longer-term.  A co-operative is 
owned and controlled by its members (the users) and is democratically run 
with complete accountability to its users – a just and fair economic model.      

• The producer co-operative and producer organisation (PO) model also 
promote retention of employment, skills, and control at a local rural and 
remote rural level.  This approach propagates self-empowerment, 
ownership, responsibility, clearer purpose, and ambition.   

• The model, of many family farms working together with a common 
purpose, provides the scale to better address hurdles such as limited time, 
capital or access to markets – retaining higher quality skills and services in 
a local area than could be justified by any single business.   

• Co-operation also helps build farm resilience and is an effective route to 
manage risk and volatility, through the pooling of risk across all members.  

• Co-ops also actively seek, develop, and demand strong Board leadership 
skills.  That experience, strategic thinking, and practices transpose onto 
directors’ own farms / rural businesses, and the wider farming community. 

 
Targeting support that develops an alternative approach will become increasingly 
important.  Low profitability, imbalance of power in the supply chain, and issues 
of market access are stifling ambition, whilst progress is required to retain our 
international standing for high quality produce.  Meanwhile, on-farm actions to 
deliver both economic and environmental gains will only become progressively 
more difficult as the industry advances through ‘easy wins’ and lower cost 
solutions i.e. it is not going to get easier and we do need to think dynamically.   
 
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   



 

 

  
11.  What do you see as the main barriers for farmers, crofters and land 

managers in a just transition to a net zero economy? 
 

Please explain your answer 
  

Major barriers and how they can be reduced: 
 

× Problem - Significant imbalance of power.  There is significant 
imbalances of power in our food supply chains, which is also true within 
the supply sector.  Regional choice can be even more limited.  Some large 
farms may be able to negotiate more favourable terms but that is typically 
at the expense of other producers and means scale only superficially 
conceals a problem.  And regardless of scale, farms remain in a weak 
negotiating position with a highly consolidated supply, processing, and 
retail sector.  This is not conducive to a vibrant rural economy.   

✓ Solution - Co-operatives offer a proven method of negotiating at scale on 
behalf of multiple producers.  It also places a group of producers in a more 
favourable position to coordinate logistics, manage continuity of supply, 
ensure a standardised approach, strengthen communication channels that 
benefits both producer and customer, and therefore enhance the overall 
value proposition.   
 

× Problem - Lack of an understanding of co-operation and its benefits at 
an industry and stakeholder level.  

✓ Solution - policy support to increase awareness of co-operative 
benefits, training support, prioritise grant funding for co-operation, together 
with greater producer integration within the supply chain.  Promoting 
awareness of the co-operative model also offers farmers with a method to 
better manage risk, organise and gain data insight, collectively invest in 
the latest technology, afford specialist services – all to the benefit of the 
individual producer and industry environmental efficiency but achieved 
collectively – a co-operative approach.   

  
× Problem - Lack of stimulus and support for new co-operatives.  
✓ Solution - Training and development support for co-operatives, which 

is a highly efficient way of helping support and upskill a group of producers 
with a shared purpose – delivering greater impact.  Co-ops offer a far 
more efficient way of delivering a co-ordinated response to the climate 
challenge and improve business efficiency.     

 
There is opportunity to develop this model more widely (within existing and new 
areas) and get many more producers involved.  Please see report on the 
economic impact delivered through the “Farming Together” programme in 
Australia – a Farm Co-operatives and Collaboration Pilot 
https://farmingtogether.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/FT-180629-building-
on-success-brochure.pdf . 
 
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   

https://farmingtogether.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/FT-180629-building-on-success-brochure.pdf
https://farmingtogether.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/FT-180629-building-on-success-brochure.pdf


 

 

Sequestration 
 

12.  How best can land use change be encouraged on the scale required for 
Scottish Government to meet its climate change targets? 
 
Please explain your answer 
 

 
Productivity 
 

13.  Would incentives for farm plans specifically targeting flock/herd heath, soil 
health, & crop health (for example) demonstrate real improvements in 
productivity over time?    
 

Please explain your answer 
 

 
14.  Should future support be dependent on demonstration of 

improvements in productivity levels on farm?  
 

a. Yes  
b. No  
c. Don’t know  

 
B. If so, how would this be measured? 

 
 
Research & Development 
 

15. In light of ongoing research activities supported by the Scottish Government 
and the 2022-2027 research strategy, are additional measures needed to 
ensure research is supporting the agriculture sector to meet its climate 
change targets?  
 

a. Yes  
b. No  
c. Don’t know  

-- 

-- 

-- 



 

 

 
B. If yes, please specify 

 
 

Knowledge & Skills  
  
16. What importance do you attach to knowledge exchange, skills development 

and innovation in business? 
 

Please explain your answer 
 

  

In consultation with members and retaining focus on how co-operation can best 
support rural development and contribute to net zero, it is worth noting: 
 

- There was a desire to see greater commitment into applied research that 
will directly help the industry make the right decisions in helping mitigate 
against climate change. 

- There was limited awareness of the research strategy.  Does this suggest 
more needs to be done to ensure wider engagement?  There may be a 
role for co-operatives to feed-in on behalf of their broader membership to 
provide good representation.   

- There is a dearth of understanding of the co-operative model amongst 
our research institutions and it is not taught within agricultural and rural 
business degree courses.  SAOS – as specialists in producer co-
operative – no-longer receive Government support to promote awareness 
of the co-operative advantage.  Note response to question eleven. 

- Some co-operatives such as Scottish Agronomy have a highly successful 
research division.  Their high frequency of meetings with growers across 
the country provides a highly effective model by ensuring a short chain 
from research to application.  Such producer co-operatives offer a unique 
opportunity to link with research objectives and knowledge dissemination.   
 

SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   

Change management and upskilling is critically important to development of 
policy and industry ambitions.   
 
Scotland’s agricultural co-ops can augment the value of Scotland’s research and 
extension services through their unique leadership role amongst their networks.  
Knowledge transfer and exchange (KTE) is one of the founding principles of co-
operation.  They have extensive reach and influence within Scottish farming, and 
as such can and do act as agents for change and disseminators of innovation 
and best practice to their farmer members.   
 
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   
 
 



 

 

 
17.  What form should tailored, targeted action take to help businesses succeed? 

 
Please explain your answer 
 

  
18.  Should continuing professional development be mandatory for businesses 

receiving public support funding? 
 

d. Yes  
e. No  
f. Don’t know  

 
Please explain your answer 

 

  

-- 

-- 



 

 

 
Supply Chains 
 

19.  How can the green credentials of Scottish produce be further developed and 
enhanced to provide reassurance to both businesses and consumers?  

 
Please explain your answer  

The co-operative model presents a powerful rural development tool to help 
address economic development, a just transition, green recovery, and directly 
address the challenges of climate change, as expanded in sections above.   
 
Supporting co-operatives offer a highly efficient use of resource.  It can focus 
support towards multiple farmers with a shared objective rather than having many 
individual applications trying to separately achieve a similar goal.    
 
The co-operative model can provide scale to access new markets, coordinate 
supply, manage climate and economic risk, ensure local control/ownership and 
engagement, upskill producers, afford specialist expertise, manage and enable big 
data insight, help financially justify investment in advanced technologies, develop 
market credentials, deliver environmental and conservation benefit, target 
efficiencies and promote improved communication along the supply chain – it is a 
far more engaging approach that empowers producers to work together and 
achieve more than they can individually.   
 
Co-operation can also reduce the operating cost of business.  Customers can 
reduce time spent on compliance and more time on exploring mutual opportunities 
for efficiency, reducing carbon footprint, and improving biodiversity.   
 
Also, a co-operative or partnership approach to delivering the integrity and 
marketing piece for Scotland’s food and drink is an enticing prospect e.g. Origin 
Green, Ireland, which has been highly successful.  This programme has been 
running for some 10 years in a country that has a rich heritage for co-operation.  It 
reflects what is possible in Scotland.  
 
Supporting farmer co-ops equates to supporting farmers, the whole agricultural 
industry, and the vibrancy of Scotland’s food and drink sector. 
 
SAOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss further.   
 



 

 

 
20.  Should farm assurance be linked to requirements for future support? 

 
a. Yes  
b. No  
c. Don’t know  

 
Please explain your answer 

 

 
  

21.  How can ongoing data capture and utilisation be enhanced on Scottish farms 
and crofts? 
 

Please explain your answer 
 

-- 

--   


