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Introduction

Phil Knott is a crofter on the Sleat 
Peninsula on the Isle of Skye. Phil 
lives with his partner and daughter 
on a 3ha wooded croft. He moved 
to Scotland in 2004, coming to 
crofting as a wildlife and land 
management expert but with no 
direct farming experience. He also 
works as a wildlife tour guide and 
manages two college centres.



How important is nature  
friendly farming and why?

Nature friendly farming, particularly in 
my area, is everything. The Highland 
and Islands of Scotland and crofting 
counties are already low intensity 
systems that are friendly for wildlife, 
but we can all do more. It is important 
that we make sure people know the 
environmental benefits we can deliver, 
whilst producing high quality food. 

How do you see the  
role of the farmer in the UK? 

I’m hoping that the vital role that 
farmers play will further enter the 
public mindset. We need to encourage 
people to get to know their farmer and 
habitats created whilst producing the 
food on their plate. We’ve lost the sense 
of crofting collectively, along with that 
connection to the land and soil. We 
need to put the farmer and crofter at 
the heart of the community again.

What nature friendly farming 
practices have you introduced 
on your farm?

Many areas of crofts have been 
overgrazed and compacted. We 
wanted to break that cycle, and actively 
restore soil health. We’ve added native 
broadleaf woodland, trees  
and hedges, we’ve been planting 
orchards, managing rough grassland 
meadows for floral diversity, digging 
ponds, and managing wetlands for 
wildlife. This is an option for all crofts, 
no matter how poor the soil and how 
exposed they are. 

What have been the  
impacts of nature friendly 
practices on your farm?

The soil health has increased, and 
wildlife abounds. In a few years, we 
have thriving orchards and our 
grasslands are becoming 
ever richer in plant and 
insect diversity. We 
have recorded over 
244 species of moth 
and birds including 
cuckoo, whinchat, 
stonechat, redpoll, 
snipe and migrant 
warblers. This year 
we had our first 
breeding attempts 
of spotted flycatcher, 
whitethroat and  
blackcap as our habitats 
steadily improve. 

Will Brexit affect you and how? 

For our croft our difficulty is that 
our multi-functional small holding 
approach isn’t eligible for much if 
any subsidy, and we don’t have any 
livestock. We have not been eligible 
for any grants despite the good work 
for carbon sequestration, soil health 
and biodiversity that we are delivering. 
I’m hoping that after Brexit our style of 
crofting will be rewarded for anyone 
who opts to take it on in the future. 

What do you think of  
farming policy and what  
needs to change?

Most crofts rely on subsidies, so we 
need to be gearing towards public 

goods especially for these 
extensive, marginal areas, 

and encouraging 
sustainable 

smallholdings, with 
food production and 
horticulture being 
supported. We’re in 
a great position to 
deliver biodiversity 
and carbon storage 

and policy needs  
to recognise the 

slower approach 
and the variety of 

circumstances in these  
areas. We certainly can’t  

have a single tick-box approach.

What do you need from 
consumers – how can they help?

We want farmers and citizens to keep 
growing their own local markets. There 
are great opportunities for selling 
produce from our iconic landscape. 
However, it’s hard to do anything with 
our meat as there aren’t established 
local supply chains, so we’re 
campaigning for a local slaughterhouse. 
I would encourage everyone to ask 
about where food comes from.

What nature friendly  
farming methods do you need 
financial support for?

Lots of the soil is in relatively poor 
condition in these areas, so for me  
that is a first step. Support for all 
marginal grazing areas would be to 
needed transition to a lower density 
and higher quality of livestock. We must 
move to a more cyclical approach of 
inputs and outputs.

How do your farming  
practices make you more 
resilient to climate change?

We’re demonstrating that with extra 
shelter and deeper-rooted vegetation 
we are more resilient to drought and 
torrential rain. Our grass grows quicker 
and earlier in the year, so we have a 
longer season than others, tapping 
into more nutrients in the soil. With 
climate change, vegetation and shelter 
will especially benefit grazing animals 
and give us more options if we need to 
adapt to changing markets too.

How will we get  
farming to change?

There must be incentives for the 
right practices, with payments 
for public goods, especially 
in areas of marginal grazing. 
Diversification should be 
allowed and encouraged, 
and as well as respecting 
traditional practices, we 

should open the door for new ideas 
and the next generation. The change 
must be government led, but we can 
also demonstrate good practice already. 

What is the value of the NFFN?

The biggest value of the NFFN up 
here is the social side – information 
exchange, public events and we’re 
looking to do croft visits. As more 
crofters look to diversification, we 
need organisations like the NFFN 
to showcase and support the good 
work already being done and to raise 
awareness of the huge potential that 
the Highlands and Islands offer in terms 
of local sustainable food and abundant 
wildlife, bringing crofting into the 
national picture.

“We’ve lost 
the sense 

of crofting 
collectively, 
along with  

that connection 
to the land  
and soil.”


