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Minister for Food Security and Rural Affairs 

Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs 

28 January 2026 

Dear Minister,  

Copied to Mike Rowe (Director of Farming & Countryside Programme)  

Actions for permanent grasslands to deliver value for money in the Environmental Land 

Management scheme   

We welcome the government’s focus on ensuring that the Environmental Land Management 

scheme (ELM) provides value for money by supporting farmers to produce food, whilst delivering 

good environmental outcomes; we urge the government to retain permanent grassland actions 

within ELM as effective mechanisms to deliver this ambition.    

Priority habitat species-rich grassland and floodplain meadow actions  

The Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) action to manage and restore species-rich 

grasslands (GRH6) was widely welcomed across the farming community and environmental sector. 

Similarly, the new floodplain meadow management Countryside Stewardship Higher Tier 

(CGS18) action is highly anticipated, with over 400 organisational signups for training webinars run 

by the Floodplain Meadows Partnership. These species-rich grasslands (i.e. grazing pastures and hay 

meadows) are productive farmland. Whilst keeping grassland in food production, these payments 

are also integral to delivering many of your Department’s targets within the Environmental 

Improvement Plan, by:   

• Producing nutrient-dense meat and dairy efficiently from land which is not appropriate 

for crops;   

• Supporting the restoration of England’s rarest habitats;   

• Reducing farmers’ reliance on imported fertilisers and pesticides and regular ploughing, 

which boosts their business resilience, cuts their greenhouse gas emissions, and reduces air 

and water pollution;   

• Improving soil health, to provide drought resilience, absorb and slow the flow of floodwater, 

and sequester soil carbon; and,    

• Providing health and wellbeing benefits to farmers and the wider community.    

 

ELM is the primary delivery mechanism for grasslands to contribute to the wildlife-rich habitat target 

within the Environmental Improvement Plan; in 2023/24, ELM contributed to 3698 ha of these 

grasslandsi. Monoculture (i.e. “improved”) grassland covers nearly a third of England and delivers 

few environmental benefits, therefore there is huge potential for ELM to deliver value to farmers 

and wider society through supporting the restoration of more species-rich grasslands.  



 

Plantlife International - The Wild Plant Conservation Charity is a charitable company limited by guarantee. Patron HM King Charles III. 

Registered Charity Number: England and Wales (1059559), Scotland (SC038951). Registered Company Number: England and Wales (3166339). 

Plantlife respects your privacy. You can read more about how and why we use your personal data at plantlife.org.uk/privacy-notice 

Brewery House  

36 Milford Street, Salisbury  

Wiltshire, SP1 2AP  

England, United Kingdom  

enquiries@plantlife.org.uk  
 

The payment rates for these grassland actions are lifelines which enable many 

livestock farmers to operate a productive and resilient business, as livestock farmers are the most 

dependent on agri-environment funding compared to other farm typesii. The payment rates for 

GRH6 and CGS18 should not be reduced.   

Further, small changes to clarify the eligibility criteria for entering land into GRH6 could boost 

farmer and advisor confidence in ELMiii.  

Low-input grassland action 

The SFI low-input grassland action (CLIG3) is also valuable for many farmers, helping to reduce their 

reliance on costly and polluting fertiliser inputs, whilst offering a possible ‘stepping stone’ towards 

more ambitious actions in ELM in the future; we recommend that this action is retained. By 

supporting more livestock farmers to transition to low-input, pasture-based 

systems, there’s opportunity to build resilience into British farm businesses by reducing reliance on 

bought-in inputsiv.   

When SFI was previously available, the temporary grassland herbal ley action (CSAM3) was much 

higher (£382 p/ha) than permanent habitat actions such as low-input grassland (£151), with 

insufficient checks on whether land was eligible for the payment. This led to the inappropriate 

establishment of herbal leys on some areas of land, including permanently destroying some of 

England’s rarest species-rich grassland, representing poor value for money for this action. We 

recommend that payment rates for low-input grasslands are at least equal to rates for temporary 

actions, to balance economic incentives within ELM and drive better environmental outcomes, 

with more stringent eligibility criteria for herbal leys.   

The low-input grassland action was welcomed by upland farmers, particularly when the payment 

rate was increased for the uplands to reflect the lowland rate. However, our uplands often consist of 

mosaics of different habitats, for instance moorlands and grasslands, which are valuable for wildlife 

and the provision of ecosystem services. To streamline actions in ELM, we recommend that upland 

actions provide a delivery mechanism for supporting farmers to manage multiple habitats.  

We would be delighted to discuss our views on grassland actions in more detail, to support your 

revision of SFI2026.  

Yours sincerely,  

Nicola Hutchinson (Director of Conservation; Plantlife)  

Caroline Hanks (Director of Herefordshire Meadows) 

Jimmy Woodrow (Chief Executive; Pasture for Life) 

Oliva Nelson (Manager, Partnerships and Advocacy; Floodplain Meadows Partnership) 

Robert Barbour (Senior Researcher; Sustainable Food Trust) 
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i Natural England (2025), Environment Act Habitat Target – Evidence Report 2025. Available 
at: https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5726258254839808   
ii Defra (2025), Farm Business Income by farm type in England 2024/25. Accessed 
at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/farm-business-income/farm-business-income-by-farm-type-in-
england-202425#distribution-of-farm-business-income   
iii  See Plantlife’s ELM briefing for more detail on changes to GRH6 eligibility criteria (attached with email).  
iv New research (to be published) found Pasture for Life certified farms achieved a net farm income over eight 
times greater than the national average for a UK beef farm. (Horizon Europe project: https://re-livestock.eu/)  
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