
 

 

AERA Committee Climate Change Bill Consultation 

 

Policy Objectives 

1. What are your views on the overall policy objectives? 
 
NFFN welcomes the opportunity to provide comments on the discussion document for a 
Northern Ireland Climate Change Bill. Tackling the climate and nature emergency represents 
one of the biggest challenges of our time, but one which must be acted upon with urgency .  
 
In recent years, Northern Ireland’s farming sector has experienced multiple challenges as a 
result of climate change, such as extreme weather events including flooding, storms and 
drought, which have wrought havoc upon many farm businesses. The Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change predicts that these impacts will increase in frequency and intensity 
because of climate change, causing significant economic impacts for the agriculture sector.  
 
A sustainable future for farming is dependent on mitigating the worst effects of climate 
change and adapting to the changes that will inevitably occur. Even if all greenhouse gas 
emissions were stopped immediately, we cannot completely prevent climate change from 
occurring.  For this  reason, a greater emphasis should be placed on adaptation within the 
Bill, specifically, providing a clearer definition and integration of adaptation and resilience 
throughout the Climate Change Bill. It is crucial that the Bill makes explicit reference to, and 
demands action in relation to both adaptation and mitigation. There should also be a 
strengthening of adaptation reporting measures for both the public sector and civil society.  
 
The development of a Northern Ireland Climate Act provides a major opportunity to help the 
agriculture sector transition to climate and nature friendly farming practises, at the same 
time as providing benefits to farm business resilience and profitability. The farming sector 
has a moral obligation to switch to nature friendly farming. We can and must become part of 
the solution, slowing, halting and then reversing the climate and nature emergencies.  
 
The NFFN supports calls to achieve Net Zero emissions from agriculture and associated land 
management across the UK by 2045. However, we must acknowledge the scientific opinion 
of the UK CCC who state that an 82% reduction by 2050 will be challenging. In line with 
following science we believe this must be the absolute minimum target set. However, we 
believe that the more ambitious target of net-zero by 2045 is appropriate given the urgency 
of the situation that we find ourselves in and is likely to drive more rapid changes within the 



agricultural industry and other sectors, provided that suitable levels of government support 
are forthcoming. We are also hopeful that future scientific developments may make it easier 
to reach this ambitious target of net-zero by 2045. 
   
The Northern Ireland agriculture sector has a vital role to play in delivering this ambitious 
target. Ambitious domestic targets are essential, not only in ensuring that emissions are 
reduced within a specified time frame, but also in providing the right signals to the sector to 
invest in farming practises that enable the transition to nature friendly farming at scale. 
 

2. Do you think that the Bill will meet these objectives? 
 
Whilst the Bill is wide ranging in its scope, covering a number of different sectors and 
industries, we believe that it provides the much needed urgency required to drive climate 
mitigation efforts, setting in law the requirement to deliver net zero by 2045. This must be 
followed up with appropriate sectoral plans, policies and government support for farmers 
and landowners to ensure that the agricultural sector is able to transition. 
 
 

Declaration of a Climate Emergency 
 

1. What are your views on this? 
 

Climate change is one of the greatest long term threats to nature. In Northern Ireland, it 
compromises the survival of a range of marine and terrestrial species whilst undermining the 
ecological integrity of key priority habitats, including montane, wetland and coastal habitats. 
There is growing evidence that climate change is driving widespread and rapid changes in 
the abundance, distribution and ecology of the UK’s wildlife. Therefore, it is crucial that the 
Bill recognises that we are in the midst of both a Climate and Nature Emergency. 
 
On a global scale, it is estimated that by 2050, up to 37% of species will face extinction under 
mid-range climate warming scenarios. The evidence is unequivocal; we need more ambitious 
and faster action to tackle both the nature and climate crises. The development of climate 
legislation is a crucial step in delivering the necessary action required to address this major 
societal challenge.  
 
With the forthcoming UN Climate Conference (CoP26) in November in Glasgow,  preceded 
by the UN Convention on Biodiversity (CoP15) in October in China, now is the time for the NI 
Assembly and Executive to join the global movement to tackle the growing climate and 
nature emergencies by delivering a Climate Change Act.  
 
To date, Northern Ireland is the only country within the UK without statutory emissions 
reduction targets. The lack of domestic climate legislation is arguably one of the main 
reasons why Northern Ireland has failed to achieve similar emissions reductions over the last 
decade compared to other UK nations and the UK as a whole. 
 
We believe that we are in the middle of a Climate and Nature emergency and therefore, the 
Bill should declare it as such. 



Net Zero Target 

1. What are your views on the target set out in the Bill to achieve a Net Zero carbon, climate 
resilient and environmentally sustainable economy by the year 2045? 

 
Within the 6th Carbon budget, the CCC’s analysis indicates Northern Ireland would not be 
able to reach Net Zero before 2050 largely because of the modelled impact on Northern 
Ireland’s agricultural sector as a result of a significant reduction in output.  
However, we believe that this analysis does not take into account the business benefits that 
can be achieved through supporting and adopting a different approach to farm business 
management, in which the emphasis shifts from output to profit margin.  
 
Recent studies have shown that farm businesses need to review production costs, outputs, 
and the role of farm support schemes, but also consider that their ultimate profitability 
could actually be inextricably linked to their partnership with nature. The research has 
shown that farmers continuously working with high-input high-output systems often 
experience less profit or are unable to break even financially. Nature provides farmers with 
‘natural capital’ for their businesses in the form of soils, grass, water and geology, which 
farm businesses work with for crop or livestock production to take place. Where these ‘free 
issue’ assets are not managed correctly, farm productivity will reduce. Taken beyond their 
natural production limit, for example by increasing stocking levels to more than the grass 
can cope with or cropping more than the soil can naturally support, the farming businesses 
will need to adapt to maintain production. This is achieved via additional inputs such as 
fertilisers or the requirement to purchase additional feed to maintain productivity. This 
increases the overall costs of production and potentially reduces the profitability of the farm 
business. 
 
A number of other pieces of research have highlighted that in adopting a different approach 
to farming and land management, both across the UK and within individual countries, it is 
possible to achieve more ambitious greenhouse gas reduction targets from the agriculture 
and land use sector. For example, a recent report has outlined how cutting emissions from 
agriculture, locking emissions into restored ecosystems in trees and soils, coupled with 
increasing demand for low carbon foods, the UK could reduce its land use emissions by 
nearly 60%. A similar piece of research in Scotland has demonstrated that through a wide 
range of policy interventions, emissions reductions of at least 38% could be achieved from 
the Scottish agriculture sector, thereby ensuring compliance with their net zero 2045 target. 
Another UK wide piece of work has suggested similar, that by adopting a more 
agroecological approach to farming and land management ambitious climate targets can be 
met, at the same time as providing space for nature and ensuring domestic supply of food 
and other products from the land.  
 
Like the NFFN, other farming organisations, such as the NFU have sought to go beyond the 
recommendations of the CCC, committing to Net Zero by 2045 at the latest. 

 
2. Do you think that the Net Zero emissions target is achievable? 

 
Yes 

 



3. Do you think that the timescale to deliver the Net Zero emissions target is achievable? 
 

Yes 
 

4. Do you think that the timescale outlined in the Bill to achieve Net Zero should be revised if 
circumstances change? 

 
Yes 
 
When setting or updating long term and interim emissions the following criteria are 
particularly important. 
 
That as a minimum, targets enable Northern Ireland to meet national and international 
climate commitments; Targets for Northern Ireland should ensure that Northern Ireland’s 
reduction targets are compatible with delivering international agreements on climate 
change such as the Paris Accord, as well as recommendations from the IPPCC 
 
The latest scientific evidence on climate change, agriculture and land use, including impacts, 
mitigation and adaptation strategies; similarly, to basing targets to meet international 
commitments and agreements, targets should be based on the most up to date science 
regarding climate change. This is particularly important. 
 
Existing commitments relating to nature, biodiversity and the wider environment; In 
delivering a Climate Act for Northern Ireland, targets should have regard to their likely 
impact on the environment and wider biodiversity. This would ensure that climate targets 
and carbon reduction strategies are not pursued with detriment to the natural environment. 
There should be a duty in the Bill for Ministers to assess and minimise the likely impact of 
targets on the environment, nature restoration and biodiversity. 

 
 

Climate Action Plans 
 

1. Tell us your views on requiring the government to produce Climate Action Plans. 
 

As part of the process of working towards Net Zero and specified interim targets, it is 
essential that the Northern Ireland Executive develops a robust and ambitious Climate 
Action Plan. This should set out Ministers’ proposals and policies for meeting the emissions 
reduction targets for the duration of the plan.  
 
The plan should cover all relevant sectors, including agriculture and food, land use, land use 
change and forestry, and acknowledge the role that nature-based solutions can play in 
meeting targets.  
 
Nature-based solutions to climate change will have a key role to play as we work towards 
achieving net zero. Nature can help address the Climate and Ecological Emergencies by 
removing carbon from the atmosphere, storing it, supporting adaptation and helping reverse 
the decline in nature. Essential natural carbon stores within farmed environments include 
forests, grassland, peatlands and coastal wetlands such as saltmarshes.  



The first Climate Action Plan should be laid before the Northern Ireland Assembly within two 
years of the Climate Act receiving Royal Assent with updated Action Plans being tabled every 
five years. 
 
Carbon budgets are an important mechanism for quantifying how much carbon can be 
released into the atmosphere in order to meet interim targets and the ultimate goal of net 
zero by 2045.  Carbon budgets should specify limits to carbon emissions within the period of 
the commitment and be aligned with the dates of the interim targets.  Carbon budgets 
should be reviewed every five years to ensure that they reflect the most up-to-date science 
and any changes in global agreements on climate mitigation.  Carbon budgets should include 
the quantified contribution of nature and natural habitats to carbon sequestration. 

 
2. Do you think the proposed Climate Action Plans are an effective way of delivering the Net 

Zero target? 
 

Yes 
 
 

Office of a Climate Commissioner 
 

1. Tell us your views on the establishment of a Climate Commissioner. 
 

A Northern Ireland Climate Office should be established with a NI Climate Commissioner at 
its head. This commissioner should take the lead on ensuring all elements of the climate 
change bill are managed efficiently and effectively and changes to the bill are recommended 
by this position. When establishing the NI Climate Commissioner DAERA should seek input 
from relevant stakeholders. This would enable relevant expertise on the creation and 
demarcation of how such bodies are developed and protected to be integrated from the 
outset. 
 

2. What role and powers do you think the proposed Climate Commissioner should have? 
 

The Commissioner should review the adequacy and effectiveness of the Act and prepare 
review/progress reports on the working of the Act for the NI Assembly. The Commissioner 
can propose recommendations for amendments to the Act which are considered necessary 
and desirable in order to achieve the overriding climate objective. A NI Climate Office must 
work closely with both the UK Committee on Climate Change, and the Ireland Climate 
Change Advisory Council to align advice and enable joined-up decision-making.  
 
It is critical that the role of a new Climate Office and Commissioner be considered in the 
context of other existing and emerging governance structures and advisory bodies, such as 
the UK CCC and, subject to Assembly approval, the new government watchdog: the Office 
for Environmental Protection (OEP). The inclusion of climate change mitigation within the 
remit of the OEP is to be welcomed, as it will enable it to advise on related matters, monitor 
progress against emissions targets, and take enforcement action where public authorities 
are not fulfilling their statutory climate related duties. However, we believe that there are 



clear and distinct roles for these three bodies and they must not duplicate effort or 
undermine each other. 

 
 

Sectoral Plans 
 

1. Do you agree with the proposal to have specific sectoral policies associated with the 
Climate Action Plans? 

 
Yes 

 
2. What impact do you think that these sectoral plans will have in terms of helping to achieve 

the Net Zero target? 
 

The production of sectoral plans with clear emissions reduction targets and proposed 
actions should help to accelerate the transition towards a Net Zero future. It demonstrates 
that tackling climate change is everyone’s responsibility – not just the sectors that have the 
greatest impact. By creating a sense of shared responsibility and a collective call for action, 
hopefully all sectors will feel a moral imperative and pressure to make the necessary 
changes. 

 
3. How do you think the above sectors might be affected by the proposals? 

 
Agriculture has a key role to play in helping Northern Ireland reduce its Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions and in delivering increased carbon storage and sequestration from our land. The 
scale of GHG reductions called for from the agricultural industry are ambitious and will pose 
a significant challenge, but one that must be overcome; ‘business as usual’ is not an option. 
Ingenuity, innovation and, ultimately, a transformational approach to how we farm and 
manage our land will be required to meet this challenge.  
 
However, there is much to be gained alongside reductions in GHG emissions. Well-managed 
farms can simultaneously deliver improved water and soil quality, flood mitigation and help 
restore nature whilst supporting a more productive and resilient food system. Furthermore, 
many actions aimed at reducing a farm’s carbon footprint can also bring economic benefits. 
For instance, simple changes to crop rotations can reduce the need to buy artificial fertiliser, 
whilst well planned use of inputs can lead to greater efficiency savings. In some farming 
systems, reducing livestock numbers in line with natural carrying capacity of the land, can 
improve profit margins whilst delivering improved environmental outcomes and is likely to 
reduce overall GHG emissions. 
 
Well-managed land for nature helps store and sequester carbon and can also help farms 
adapt to a changing climate, building resilience in the face of change.  Therefore, it is 
essential that On Farm Nature Based Solutions form a key component of future sectoral 
policies and programmes to enable agriculture to play a significant role in climate mitigation. 
Farms are the ideal places to embed nature-based solutions to climate change, helping move 
towards a net zero future and restore biodiversity in the UK. 

 


