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Northern Ireland is not doing enough 
to tackle the joint nature and climate 
crisis. We currently rank 12th worst 
in the world for biodiversity1 loss out 
of 240 countries and territories, and 
17th worst out of any country within 
The Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) for 
greenhouse gas emissions per head2. 

Pollution has also led to all 27 water 
bodies failing to meet the required 
standards and 97% of protected sites 
exceeding critical levels of ammonia3. 
These are the symptoms of years of 
unsustainable land management. 

Northern Ireland agriculture can help solve these 
issues. Given that 75% of our land is managed for 
agriculture, farming has a vital role to play in reducing 
our greenhouse gas emissions and restoring and 
enhancing our countryside.

Through the use of sustainable farming practices,  
such as on-farm nature-based solutions and low  
carbon farming practices, we can turn the tide on  
our environmental decline and take action for nature 
and climate. 

Nature-based solutions also provide a wealth of public 
goods, such as clean water, improved air and soil 
quality, climate adaptation and mitigation, and enhanced 
biodiversity. Through these practices, agriculture could 
lead the way towards net zero, whilst delivering a 
nature positive world and a thriving local economy in 
Northern Ireland. 

Now that the UK has left the EU, Northern Ireland  
has the unique opportunity to reform agricultural  
policy, delivering a safer climate, a nature rich 
countryside, and diverse economic landscape for 
farmers and rural communities. 

1 48398rspb-biodivesity-intactness-index-summary-report-v4.pdf
2  Northern Ireland carbon intensity indicators 2021 | Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (daera-ni.gov.uk), Crippa, 
M et al. GHG emissions of all world countries - 2021 Report, EUR 
30831 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 
2021, ISBN 978-92-76-41547-3

3  https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/news/northern-ireland-water-framework-
directive-statistics-report-2021-released 

4  A 2021 Stratagem/Savanta ComRes survey of MLAs

This report shares three case studies which 
demonstrate how farmers are deploying nature-
based solutions that not only provide public goods 
and healthier food, but also improve the resilience of 
farming businesses. 

Every farmer can do great things for nature and 
climate, but they need support to do so. Policy reform 
and the re-purposing of agriculture funding to enable 
farmers to deliver more for our climate, nature and the 
environment is crucial. A recent survey by RSPB found 
that four in five MLAs want to ensure farmers receive 
financial support to provide public goods4. 

Legislating for an ambitious Climate Change Act will 
help drive necessary action for climate, but farmers 
need to be effectively supported through the low 
carbon transition. Now is the time for government 
to act, to assist farmers in adopting nature-based 
solutions and low carbon farming practices that will be 
instrumental in achieving ambitious climate targets in 
Northern Ireland. 
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Bonnar Farms 
Livestock farm

CASE STUDY

David and James Bonnar

What nature-friendly farming practices 
have you implemented on your farm? 

What role do you see farmers playing  
in reaching net zero targets?

What benefits have you observed on 
your farm as a result of implementing 
nature-friendly practices? 

What support do farmers need to  
be able to meet net zero targets?

We work closely with RSPB NI, and are in our fourth 
year of the Environmental Farming Scheme, to ensure 
we are implementing better practices on our farm. 
Some of these practices include cutting down on the 
use of pesticides, antibiotics, and artificial pesticides. 
We also manage the way we graze the ground 
differently around the breeding wader season.

In the way we manage our land, farmers have an 
opportunity to play a strong role in bringing down 
emissions. We need to support climate change action 
so that our land will always be productive in the future. 
Maybe a step back in time to a less intensive way of 
farming would benefit us all financially, focusing on 
better produce.

As a result of implementing nature-friendly practices on 
our farm, we have seen significant financial benefits. By 
cutting down on pesticides, and changing to prevention 
drugs rather than antibiotics, we have saved money, 
helping with the overall longevity of our farm. We have 
also seen the quality of our produce improve because 
of better management of hill ground. Our blackface 
ewes are moving around in bigger groups which means 
they have fresher grazing and better health, which in 
turn has resulted in a better lambing season.

Climate change legislation in Northern Ireland is needed 
to steer us in the right direction. We all need to change 
our ways and MLAs should support ambitious climate 
action which requires working with the people to do 
as much as possible to cut emissions. For farmers to 
be able to do this we need support from everyone not 
just the government. We need more schemes like the 
EFS to help us deliver more for nature and climate, and 
more organisations like the RSPB NI to lend advice. 
There is appetite for this within the farming community 
but if farmers are to farm less intensively it needs to 
be in a way where they can still support their families 
financially. New agricultural policy should reward us for 
the nature and environmental outcomes we provide, 
not just as a side business but as a profit centre.



" New policy should reward 
us for the nature and 
environmental outcomes 
we provide."
David and James Bonnar,  livestock farmers
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What nature-friendly farming practices 
have you implemented on your farm? 

Acton House Farm 
Mixed arable farm

What role do you see farmers playing  
in reaching net zero targets?

What benefits have you observed on 
your farm as a result of implementing 
nature-friendly practices? 

Why do we need ambitious  
climate policy?

The farm has developed detailed action plans to guide 
environmental management, incorporating biodiversity-
friendly habitats on around 10% of our farmed land. 
I also undertake woodland, wetland, and minimum 
hedgerow management in order to support nature on 
the farm. Alongside these activities, on-farm monitoring 
through ongoing annual bird and mammal surveys to 
establish success of habitats and interventions, and 
annual soil and crop leaf analysis is also done to ensure 
optimum conditions and efficient use of inputs.

The agriculture industry has a key role to play in 
reaching net zero targets. It is one of the few sectors 
that can not only reduce carbon emissions but also 
sequester carbon, placing it in a unique position to 
tackle the climate emergency we face. But, whilst 
some nature and carbon friendly farming changes will 
be simple, many will require support including funding, 
advice, and policy support. It is, therefore, important 
that farmers get the support to be able to make these 
informed business decisions on every farm.

Financially we have seen several benefits on the farm 
as a result of nature-friendly practices. Improving our 
soil through ongoing analysis has made the farm more 
productive, cost-effective, and resilient to volatile 
weather patterns, and more targeted use of organic 
fertiliser has also reduced the cost of my inputs. We 
have also witnessed an increase in biodiversity on the 
farm, recording the presence of otters, barn owns, 
breeding lapwing and numerous other bird species.

As a crop farmer, and the father of young children, I am 
compelled to act as soon and decisively as possible to 
tackle the nature and climate crisis we face. I believe 
Northern Ireland needs to be ambitious in its targets 
to ensure that we see progress and action as soon as 
possible. Policy is needed to drive change and create 
innovation within the sector so that farming businesses 
can do their bit to reach ambitious climate targets.

CASE STUDY

Simon Best



" Farmers are in a unique 
position to tackle the 
climate crisis; we can not 
only reduce our emissions 
but also sequester carbon."
Simon Best,  mixed arable farmer
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Culmore Organic Farm 
Beef and dairy farm

CASE STUDY

David Laughlin

What nature-friendly farming practices 
have you implemented on your farm?

What role do you see farmers playing  
in reaching net zero targets?

What have been the benefits of  
nature-friendly farming on your farm?

What support do farmers need to  
be able to meet net zero targets?

Our farm is the longest established organic dairy farm 
in Northern Ireland and our success is down to our 
sustainable waste and nutrient management system. 
We use slurry produced on site as our only source of 
nutrients, which is stored, composted and distributed 
in such a way so as to avoid the harmful loss of 
ammonia. This efficient use of nutrients is beneficial for 
soil structure, water quality, and nature, as leeching is 
minimised. We do not produce any chemical pollution 
and have significantly reduced antibiotic use.

We see farmers playing a significant role in reaching 
net zero targets, providing we embrace the concept.  
For example, we have 25 acres of 30-year-old native 
forestry, which could be seen on every farm. However, 
there has been a reluctance within government to roll 
out support for such tree-planting measures, as private 
investors begin to buy up contracts.

As consumer demand for organic, local and fresh 
produce is on the rise, we have been able to increase 
our income through nature-friendly practices. Through 
these practices we have also found that our hedgerows 
sequester more carbon, as we don’t trash them every 
year but coppice them every 15 years.

There have also been clear benefits for nature. Previous 
biodiversity surveys have found significant increases in 
insects and bird populations, including eight times as 
many insects as neighbouring farms. Nothing is under 
pressure on the farm, everything is comfortable.

There needs to be good guidance, sound advice, 
and financial incentives, as much of the work will 
involve reduction in saleable output from farms. The 
Government needs to find real solutions that are 
accessible to farmers.

A Climate Change Act will help focus minds and policy, 
putting low carbon farming on the agenda. We currently 
run 80% of our electricity demand through renewables, 
however, diesel is still being used as it is currently 
easier and less of a risk than emerging technologies. 
If the government implemented a Climate Change 
Act that provided appropriate financial support to 
farmers, we could make our electricity demand 100% 
renewable tomorrow.



" A Climate Change Act 
will help focus minds and 
policy, putting  low carbon 
farming on the agenda."
David Laughlin,  beef and dairy farmer
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