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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 daughters 
on a 3ha wooded croft. 



What does “Bringing Biodiversity 
Back” mean to you? 

Bringing Biodiversity Back for me is 
vital and is behind everything we do 
on our 3 hectares. Here on Skye, we 
are already in a High Nature Value 
area, and crofting has a good baseline 
of biodiversity, often richer than other 
parts of the country. However, this too 
has undergone serious declines in the 
last 70 years in particular, with farmland 
birds in particular suffering catastrophic 
drops as Croft land changed from being 
relatively rich mixed small holdings to an 
area very much dedicated to intensive 
sheep, especially in the summer months. 
This has had serious knock on effects for 
a range of other things as hay meadows 
were no longer needed and all summer 
grazing was further intensified, with 
devastating impacts on the abundance 
and diversity of wildflowers in particular 
and their associated invertebrates. We aim 
to reverse that trend. While we cannot 
restore what is lost, we can farm in a 
regenerative way that produces food and 
enhances wildlife. This wildlife will be a 
different composition to what has come 
before, but it still has tremendous value.

What actions have you taken 
on farm to address the current 
biodiversity crisis? 

We have planted thousands of trees 
and lots of hedging and shrubs to help 
increase shelter on the croft - this makes 
our Croft more productive and allows 
for our plants to grow stronger and 
for longer, and it also allows a greater 
diversity of wildlife to feed and breed. The 
trees and more vigorous cover massively 
increase the surface area of habitats 

above ground, and proportionally below 
ground too. Improved soil health is the 
underpinning factor that will mean people 
and nature can flourish. 

Our open areas we manage for 
pollinators, we have taken very 
rank and unproductive rush 
and molinia dominated 
pasture and made it 
flower rich within 
just a few years with 
no drastic land 
management, heavy 
machinery or re-
seeding. The real 
success comes with 
the proliferation 
of perennial deep-
rooted herbs such 
as Angelica, Valerian, 
Meadowsweet, Hogweed 
and Rose-bay Willowherb, all 
superb for pollinators and winter 
cover too, as well as seed for finches.

We have made numerous ponds around 
the Croft, and these have attracted wildlife 
in their first few months too, with a good 
abundance of amphibians and water life.

How has collaborating with others 
helped you in working towards 
achieving biodiversity goals?

Crofting is all about collaboration. These 
days many crofts are working towards 
different aims, but that hasn’t stopped 
folk taking an active interest in what we 
are doing. Delivering countless tours to 
crofters is always good for challenging 
yourself to really think and justify every 
action. Joining the NFFN has been key for 

giving us confidence to continue working 
hard at what we are doing. Coming from 
a wildlife and conservation background 
has given us numerous contacts in land 
management that enables you to think 
differently about your land.

What does ‘Nature Means 
Business’ look like on 

your croft? What part 
has nature played?

Folk have lived here 
for thousands of 
years, often on a 
subsistence basis. 
Right now there are 
very few if any Crofts 
that could say they 

produce enough food 
to feed their family for 

the whole year. This likely 
means the Isle of Skye is 

producing the least amount of 
food than at any point in its human 

history. When we started we knew our 
Croft could properly and fully sustain just 
a couple of cows or a handful of sheep. 
In 10 years time we imagine it will still 
have that carrying capacity but will now 
also be producing a huge range of fruit, 
nuts, seeds, vegetables, poultry, woodfuel, 
woodchip, charcoal, timber and so much 
wildlife.

How does Bringing Biodiversity Back 
contribute to supporting Scotland to 
achieve Net Zero by 2045? 

Nature based solutions can address so 
many of our problems. Working with 
nature can significantly reduce the need 
for external inputs, which reduces the 
farms carbon footprint.  Healthier soil 

sequesters much more carbon, and 
makes healthier plants, which in turn 
grow more vigorously and cycle nutrients 
much more rapidly in a positive feedback 
loop.

Are there regionally specific species 
or activities that have shaped your 
thinking in addressing biodiversity 
loss?

Always look to see what is special in your 
region and on your ground. This takes 
time, and is worth assessing properly. 
It is important too to remember that 
abundance is as important in many cases 
as diversity.  We have allowed nature 
to choose if it makes a home here. It 
has definitely voted with its feet and we 
have an incredible diversity of wildlife, 
especially compared to our neighbouring 
bare land crofts. These are species of 
woodland and flower rich spaces that 
we have created. I imagine many Crofts 
will take a similar path to us and we are 
interesting case study. Perhaps in 50 years 
time the crofting bird life ‘norm’ will be 
Whinchat, Cuckoo, Willow Warbler and 
Spotted Flycatcher instead?

What advice would you give to 
farmers and crofters looking to 
Bring Biodiversity Back to their 
farms?

Organisations like the NFFN are 
fantastic for finding folk on the 
same journey. Liaising with 
local, regional and national 
conservation charities is a good 
next step. There is so much 
information and funding out 
there, as well as a whole host 

of enthusiastic people who can help 
you identify what you already have that 
is special and what you can gain with 
some easy steps, often at no cost at all, 
for example, timing of grass cuts or a 
longer hedge cutting rotation. Consistent 
management, without significant external 
inputs, will lead to biodiversity slowly 
building.

Practically, thinking about increasing 
your ponds and water bodies, 
everything needs water and this has a 
disproportionate effect on biodiversity, 
with so much able to benefit. Plant trees 
and shrubs where appropriate, especially 
those that are known to be host to a great 
number of species, such as many of the 
Willow species, Birch and Oak. Connect 
habitats as much as you can and do not 
tidy for the sake of it. Nature loves a mess 
and everything needs a home. 

“Every species needs 
to feed, breed, rest, 

drink and often over-
winter in some shape 

or other, above or 
below ground. Are 

you ticking all of these 
boxes in terms of your 

on farm habitats?”


