
Introduction  

The Nature Friendly Farming Network (NFFN) is a farmer led independent organisation, uniting 
farmers across the UK who are committed to managing their land for wildlife and the public good at 
the same time as growing and providing nutritious, healthy food. The Network represents over 250 
members in Northern Ireland in the form of a Steering Group. The NFFN welcomes the opportunity 
to provide comments on a Green Growth Strategy for Northern Ireland, which could help provide 
significant opportunities to help mainstream nature friendly farming across Northern Ireland.   

 

Key points  

• The Green Growth Strategy will have significant implications for a broad range of policies 
influencing the management of land, nature and the environment in Northern Ireland, in 
relation to meeting efforts for biodiversity restoration, to improve water & air quality and 
other environmental ambitions 

• It is crucial that the Strategy contributes towards meeting these objectives, rather than 
undermining them. 

• The principle of achieving significant reductions in GHG emissions, investing in ‘green jobs’ 
and improving the environment are welcome 

• However, the definition of Green Growth is vague (particularly in a NI context) and does not 
safeguard against potentially perverse outcomes and should be more clearly defined to ward 
off against potential unintended consequences 

• Focusing on attaining green growth solely through increased levels of efficiency may not 
lead to improved farm business outcomes  

• The Green Growth Strategy has been developed in advance of agreed biodiversity and 
environment strategies and as yet it is unclear how these will guide important decisions 
regarding investment 

 

Q1 - Is our Vision 2050 the right vision? If not, what would you change?  

The overarching vision for the Strategy will play an important role in setting the direction of the 
strategy and an indication of the level of ambition that it seeks to achieve. At present some of the 
aspirations are vague and not in keeping with the scale of change required to address the nature and 
climate emergencies, or in transitioning all sectors towards a sustainable, resilient future. For 
example, biodiversity recovery should be achieved to adhere with international recommendations, 
whilst developed economies should have achieved Net Zero within this timeframe. We would 
recommend the following changes to ensure that the strategy helps instigate the transformational 
changes needed to deliver a sustainable future for farming, nature and the environment in Northern 
Ireland.  

“Northern Ireland has delivered the actions needed to restore nature, the environment and deliver 
climate commitments. Biodiversity has recovered and we have achieved net zero emissions. We 
have made this change fairly and have demonstrated a responsibility for each other and for the 
place we live. As a result of all our efforts, we have a healthy, resilient environment, which supports 
thriving ecosystems and a prosperous economy. Green jobs have become mainstream and all 
generations benefit from improved wellbeing.  

Q2 - Are our Green Growth principles right? If not, what should be included / taken out and why?  



Most principles as currently outlined are sufficient. However, there are some in which we would 
recommend the following changes.  

Decarbonisation  

The role of nature-based solutions should be recognised in efforts to decarbonise. Healthy, thriving 
natural habitats can make an important contribution in efforts to achieve our climate ambitions 
which should be recognised within this principle. We suggest the following wording  

 Decarbonise - replace fossil fuels with renewable energy & invest in nature-based solutions  

Resource use  

By 2050 we should seek to eliminate the wasteful use of resources, with targets which set a pathway 
towards more considered, careful use of current resources, some of which may have been 
exhausted based on current rates of consumption. As such the word reduce should be replaced by 
eliminate.  

 Re-evaluate, recognise and reward what matters  

This is an important principle, which if applied effectively would serve mitigate public and private 
investment which serves to undermine our natural capital. We would like to see a clear commitment 
from the NI Executive to review public spending to ensure that it genuinely seeks to enhance non-
monetary benefits as well as economic ones through public spending, as well as sufficient 
mechanisms that ensure that private spending does not contribute towards the nature and climate 
emergency, or undermines efforts to address it. Furthermore, we would recommend the following 
changes to this principle to ensure that rather than simply seeking to live within planetary 
boundaries, we incentivise and reward actions that work to restore nature and the environment.  

“Create genuine, shared wellbeing by prioritising human development that enhances prosperity and 
helps restore nature and the environment.” 

 Use all tools available - balancing and utilising tools such as investing in research and 
development, de-risking new technology, regulation, legislation, incentives, information and 
budgets  

Whilst this principle is generally sound, we would urge caution against an approach that focuses on 
‘de-risking’ untried and untested technologies to deliver solutions. Focusing solely on new 
technologies risks leading to perverse outcomes and deflects from solutions that already exist, while 
the term de-risking may indicate less regulatory oversight and scrutiny of new technologies. For 
example, efforts to reduce emissions from agriculture can be achieved through enabling behavioural 
change, rather than investing in technologies which may result in perverse outcomes in other areas 
without delivering the desired outcomes.  

Q3 - Are we right to adopt a Green Growth approach bringing together green jobs, climate action 
and the environment?  

The principle of achieving significant reductions in GHG emissions, investing in ‘green jobs’ and 
improving the environment are welcome. However, the definition of Green Growth is vague 
(particularly in an NI context) and does not safeguard against potentially perverse outcomes and 
should be more clearly defined to ward off against potential unintended consequences. In respect to 
farming an agenda driving inadequately defined green growth could have negative impacts for 
nature, the environment and farm incomes. There are several examples to serve how a focus in 



growth in one area, can result in negative consequences in another, as well as failing to contribute 
towards the overriding objective of the original intervention. For example, efforts to reduce the GHG 
intensity of milk production have not resulted in a total reduction in GHG emissions over that 
timeframe, highlighting that efficiency increases do not on their own result in a reduced 
environmental impact1. Another example is bioenergy, where a focus on achieving increased growth 
in this area distracts from other efforts to reduce emissions which can achieve holistic benefits, 
while perpetuating unsustainable practices that contribute perverse outcomes in other areas, such 
as nature and the environment2.   

Focusing on attaining green growth solely through increased levels of productivity and efficiency 
may also have minimal impact on improving the bottom line of a farms enterprise and it must be 
questioned whether an approach focused on growth, whichever way it is framed is the most suitable 
means of achieving a given objective. For example, recent research has highlighted the business 
benefits of a more holistic approach, which in many cases means reducing output in line with 
environmental boundaries3. It is important to recognise that green growth will not always be the 
desired outcome in every context. The green growth strategy must not lead to negative unintended 
consequences and instead should contribute to the delivery of a broad suite of public policy 
objectives. To enable this, we would make the following recommendations.  

Securing policy coherence and integration  

The Green Growth Strategy will have significant implications for a broad range of policies influencing 
the management of land, nature and the environment in Northern Ireland. For example, in relation 
to meeting efforts for biodiversity restoration, to improve water & air quality and other 
environmental ambitions. It is crucial that the Strategy contributes towards meeting these 
objectives, rather than undermining them. As such, the investment priorities and metrics for 
measuring success in these areas must be carefully designed to ensure that the Green Growth 
Strategy makes a tangible contribution towards their delivery. The Green Growth Strategy has been 
developed in advance of agreed biodiversity and environment strategies and as yet it is unclear how 
these will guide important decisions regarding investment. As such we are concerned that the Green 
Growth Strategy has been developed in the absence of overarching targets for environmental 
restoration, or without a clear overview as to how it will influence other strategic policy priorities. 
We would urge the NI Executive not to rush the development of the green growth strategy until 
there is a clearer picture of the targets that it is actively contributing towards achieving. The 
following areas of are particular importance.  

NI climate legislation  

We very much welcome the NI Executive commitment to ‘legislate for change’.  Northern Ireland 
must legislate for an ambitious Climate Change Act before the end of this Assembly mandate to 
drive action across all sectors.  

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, 

 
1 An example of the Jevons paradox, in which technological progress or government policy increases the 
efficiency with which a resource is used, but the rate of consumption of that resource rises  
2 https://www.nffn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Bioenergy-Crops-final-Nov-2020.pdf  
3 https://www.nffn.org.uk/resources/nmb/  



slowing, halting and then reversing the climate and nature emergencies. NI climate change 
legislation should include the following.  

• A clear, ambitious, and binding net zero by 2045 target 
• Clear, ambitious, and binding Interim targets 
• A duty on government to bring forward a Climate Action Plan with sectoral targets and relevant 

policies/programmes and clear carbon budgets for each sector (to be laid before the NI 
Assembly within two years) 

• A duty on government to establish an oversight mechanism to scrutinise progress, in the form of 
a Climate Office and NI Climate Commissioner to hold decision makers to account for delivering 
climate commitments.  

 
A Northern Ireland Agriculture Act  

Agriculture and land use will play a key role in delivering the aims of the Green Growth Strategy and 
a range of other public policy objectives in relation to the environment. To date, agriculture policy 
has largely contributed to many of the environmental issues we are currently facing, representing 
the largest emitter of Greenhouse Gases and the most significant driver towards biodiversity loss 
and poor water quality. There is an opportunity to transition Northern Ireland’s food and farming 
system so that it can make a significant contribution towards addressing the nature and climate 
emergency, but this needs to be clearly backed by robust domestic legislation and funding which 
ensures that land management is genuinely sustainable.  

Primary legislation will be essential in delivering the change needed to restore nature, reduce 
emissions, increase carbon storage and sequestration as well as helping farmers to transition to 
more profitable business models. A Bill should outline a clear purpose for future agriculture funding, 
principally rewarding activities that serve to restore and enhance nature and the environment, 
which are not currently rewarded by the market. It must set out a clear transition from current 
policies to the next, providing certainty and clarity to farmers, allowing sufficient time to plan and 
adapt. A Bill must be a priority for the next Assembly mandate and be in place by 2024.  

Investment in Nature friendly farming  

Every farm can do something great things for nature, but often they need the support to do it. A new 
sustainable farming scheme should act as the key delivery vehicle for future farm support and 
should be funded to the scale of environmental need4. It should incentivise activities that deliver 
demonstrable benefit to nature and the environment and go above what is expected as part of good 
practice. Schemes should be open to all farmers and coupled with dedicated farm business advice to 
deliver the highest quality environmental outcomes. Other support schemes and advice should also 
be put in place, to help improve profitability, productivity and for farmers to invest in the necessary 
changes to deliver a more sustainable future. A dedicated farm transition fund should be 
established, which provides farmers with the support required to adapt, alongside this a new 
entrants fund should be established to encourage new farmers to the sector.  

Strategic use of land  

Achieving the objectives of the Green Growth Strategy, ambitious action on climate change and 
nature’s recovery will require a fundamental shift in how we farm and manage our land. The CCC’s 
6th carbon budget identifies large scale woodland expansion, peatland restoration and an increase in 

 
4 Research estimates that the total funding allocated towards environmental land management in NI equates 
to roughly £188 million per annum an eight-fold uplift on current investment  



the coverage of energy crops throughout the UK. In delivering climate objectives from our land, it is 
important that interventions simultaneously deliver other beneficial outcomes and as a minimum do 
not negatively impact upon the delivery of these objectives.  The development of a Land Use 
Strategy would provide a more holistic understanding of land/land use and help deliver a more 
strategic approach to future land use decision making.  This would help secure the best use of our 
land in delivering climate objectives, whilst providing a range of other goods and services for 
society.  A Land Use Strategy would provide a framework to manage conflicting policy priorities, 
understanding potential land use trade-offs and balancing competing demands on land.  Including 
this provision within the Act would enable more joined-up and effective decision making and ensure 
high-quality outcomes from land management. The UK Committee on Climate Change have 
endorsed the need for a strategic land policy in Northern Ireland (Reducing Emissions in NI, February 
2019). Previous proposals for Land Use Strategy for Northern Ireland which received cross-party and 
Ministerial support in 2015 would be a useful starting point for progressing a Northern Ireland Land 
Use Strategy. 

Clear and measurable targets for nature’s restoration  

The ambition, established within the Green Growth Strategy, to integrate climate measures and 
environmental concerns across the Executive and into decision-making is welcomed. However, 
growth (green or otherwise) and innovation should not be sought with the absent recognition of 
our, and our economies, dependence on nature5. There must be a strategic alignment between 
environmental ambitions such as is set out in the current draft Environment Strategy, future 
Biodiversity Strategy, and the new legal obligations under the Environment Act 2021.  

The Environment strategy will, subject to Assembly approval, be adopted as Northern Ireland’s first 
Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP). The Environment Strategy will therefore be required to set 
out actions for the Executive to take to ‘significantly improve the natural environment’. The legal 
obligation to create significant improvement is to be supported by annual monitoring and reporting, 
and oversight by the new government watchdog – the Office for Environmental Protection (OEP). 
Ambition to restore and improve the natural environment must, therefore, not be undermined by 
growth green or otherwise.  

At present, the Green Growth strategy does not recognise the existing commitment to mainstream 
biodiversity as committed to by DAERA in ‘Nature Positive 2030’6. As established within the 
Convention on Biological Diversity – both in Aichi Targets, and draft post-2020 framework – Parties 
to the conference including the UK must mainstream biodiversity its protection and restoration. It is, 
essential that the Green Growth strategy reflects this existing commitment. We cannot tackle the 
climate crisis without tackling the nature crisis7, and as such, better alignment between nature and 
climate commitments must be made within the Green Growth and Environment strategy, as well as 
other key strategies (e.g. Ammonia, Peatland, Agriculture policy).   

Q4 - Is a statutory Green Growth test needed to ensure we put climate action, environment and 
green jobs at the heart of policy development?  

We support the proposal to screen all policy and spending decisions across government to ensure 
they contribute towards the overarching objectives of nature restoration and climate mitigation. 
However, at present there is little detail as to how this would be applied, which is needed going 

 
5 The Dasgupta Review 2021 
6 https://jncc.gov.uk/our-role/the-uk/nature-positive-2030/ 
7 IPBES-IPCC Co-Sponsored Workshop Report on Biodiversity and Climate Change 



forward. we would recommend the adoption of a natural capital accounting approach as a key 
element within a statutory green growth test. This would require an accurate assessment of natural 
capital across Northern Ireland to provide a robust and verifiable baseline. Future programmes, 
policies and projects would then be measured against their impact on natural capital, allowing 
projects to be amended or revised to minimise negative impacts, whilst those with demonstrable 
positive impacts gaining precedent. However, it is important to recognise that not all nature and 
biodiversity can be accurately valued and not all nature interventions will contribute to growth but 
will deliver significant non-monetary benefits. Therefore, it is important to recognise that even if an 
intervention aimed at delivering outcomes for biodiversity and nature protection does not explicitly 
contribute towards growth, they are still of importance.  

Q5 - Should Green Growth be one of our top Executive investment and budgetary priorities?  

Yes, in principle however this is dependent on how green growth is defined and whether efforts to 
attain it will effectively mitigate against unintended outcomes for nature, the environment and farm 
businesses. the recent Dagsputa Review highlights the importance of nature in achieving economic 
prosperity and that investment in nature’s restoration is a key foundation of a successful, 
sustainable economy. Embedding this central principle in economic decision making will be essential 
and must be incorporated within future government policies. The Northern Ireland Executive, should 
ensure that all public spending, policies and programmes are sufficient in addressing the nature and 
climate emergency and that the allocation of public funding is capable of meeting this aim. For 
example, in relation to farming and land management, this means phasing out subsidies which 
contribute towards the degradation of nature and increasing Greenhouse Gas emissions, to those 
which enable farm businesses to restore and create on farm habitats, while taking actions to reduce 
total emissions. based on current spending, this would require a significant uplift in the funding 
allocated towards environmental land management, to deliver actions which restore nature and the 
environment, but are not currently rewarded by the market. See point above on investing in nature 
friendly farming.  

Q6 - Do we need specific targets for each sector set out in Climate Action Plans?  

Yes, it is essential that the Northern Ireland Executive develops a robust and ambitious Climate 
Action Plan for all sectors. It must clearly specifies the targets that they should seek to meet, over a 
clearly defined timeframe, whilst setting out Ministers’ proposals and policies for meeting the 
emissions reduction targets for the duration of the plan. The plan should cover all relevant sectors, 
from our perspective including agriculture and food, land use, land use change and forestry.  

 
Key to meeting the objectives of a climate action plan for agriculture and land use, in harmony with 
nature restoration and thriving farm businesses will be the adoption of nature-based solutions. 
Nature Based solutions can deliver carbon reductions at a significantly lower cost than engineered 
solutions at the same time as protecting and restoring nature. The NFFN believes that such 
interventions must play a key role in climate mitigation and adaptation strategies across Northern 
Ireland. There are opportunities to give the role of Nature Based Solutions a legislative footing, 
ensuring that actions to address climate change provide broader societal benefits at the same time. 
Therefore, climate legislation should define Nature Based Solutions, and place a duty on government 
to develop policy and programmes that will deliver better outcomes for climate and nature from 
these vital carbon stores.  
 
Mitigation measures within an Agriculture Plan 



A climate plan for Northern Ireland agriculture should enable a range of policy interventions aimed 
at reducing whole farm emissions. The NFFN believes these should include measures to facilitate the 
following 

“A change in agricultural practices, including a shift towards agroecological system thinking:”  

• Lowering livestock emissions, including appropriate stocking densities, reducing feed 
supplements and shifting to pasture or home-produced feed.  

• Improved crop and soil management (such as reduced tillage and appropriate changes to 
rotations)  

• Improved manure management and storage, undertaking and implementing nutrient 
management planning to improve efficiency and reduce losses to the environment  

• Incorporating trees into farms through agroforestry  

A reduction in energy and fuel use  

• Supporting a switch to renewable energy sources  
• The use of energy efficient vehicles and machinery  
• Reducing vehicle emissions through changes in agricultural practices such as reduced tillage. 

 

Positive management of carbon and wildlife rich habitats, such as  

• Peatlands  
• Species rich-grasslands and heathland 
• Thick hedges and scrub 
• Blue carbon such as wetlands and saltmarshes  

 
Habitat creation 

• Appropriately sited tree planting  
• Wetlands  
• Species rich meadows and grasslands  

Business advice and knowledge transfer to support nature and climate friendly farming  

• Expert business advice, which allows farmers to improve farm profitability, reduce whole 
farm emissions and deliver nature friendly farming practices  

• Widespread training and knowledge transfer to share best practice, research and 
experiences of adopting nature friendly farming  

Q7. Do you agree definition of the sectors?  

Yes  

Q8 - Do you agree with the adoption of a Just Transition approach? If not, what approach should 
we be taking and why?  

We support the inclusion of just transition principles within the vision statement and believe a just 
transition should be enshrined in law via a Northern Ireland Climate Change Act.  This places people 
and the environment at its centre. Any definition of ‘fair’ or ‘just’ transition should be clearly defined 
so that those that are most impacted by a transition to net zero are considered and supported. A 
just transition will help reduce the human and economic costs of climate disruption and climate 
action. It can also generate new jobs and a sustainable, inclusive economy now and into the future. 



Q9. How do we ensure this Just Transition - is a Commission the right way forward?  

Yes.  Government should be required to develop just transition plans.    A Just Transition Commission 
will support the production and monitoring of these plans, providing expert advice on their 
development.  The Commission could undertake engagement with those most likely to be impacted 
by the transition, hearing from a broad range of representative voices and advising on how to ensure 
these can shape and contribute to just transition planning work in Northern Ireland.  

Q10 - How do we make sure the public and all stakeholders (including young people) are actively 
engaged with Green Growth? Is a Citizen Assembly Panel the right structure? 

The scope of the green growth strategy is broad and has the potential to impact on a range of 
different stakeholders, including citizens. Of importance will be the delivery of climate action plans, 
which should include each sector as they are being designed. We would like to see the Nature 
Friendly Farming Network recognised as a key stakeholder in the development of a climate action 
plan for agriculture, land use and forestry and are keen to engage in this process as it develops. 
Independent oversight and scrutiny of the climate action plans will also be essential in ensuring that 
they are fair, fit for purpose and robust.  

Q11 - How can we work most effectively with businesses, local government and organisations 
across Northern Ireland to maximise and deliver our decarbonisation and Green Growth efforts? 

In terms of farming and land use, advice knowledge transfer and training will be an essential 
component in achieving the overarching objectives of the strategy. As mentioned above the 
development of a climate plan for the agriculture land use and forestry sector should focus heavily 
on the roll that support and advice can play in facilitating behaviour change and adoption of farming 
practices that help deliver ambitious emissions reductions, restore nature and deliver benefits to the 
farm business. Investment in knowledge transfer and advice should be ramped up significantly and 
focused on the central purpose of delivering benefits through changes in farming practice. Similarly, 
more work needs to be done to highlight the benefits to farm businesses as a result of increased 
environmental ambition, as at present these efforts are often viewed as a cost or constraint on 
farming as opposed to being a central component of a successful profitable farm business. We 
recognise that DAERA are investing in this area, which should be built upon in the coming years.  

Q12 - How should the public sector be leading by example on Green Growth?  

The public sector can play a leading role in demonstrating the art of the possible when it comes to 
delivering ambitions for nature and climate at the same time as securing improved business 
outcomes. As referenced above communicating the business benefits of adopting such an approach 
will be key, as will investment in research on the role of nature restoration in delivering holistic 
benefits.  

Similarly, the public sector must demonstrate what is possible on their landholdings in regard to 
nature protection and climate mitigation. Several ‘major player’ public bodies have a large influence 
on climate mitigation and adaptation, having ownership or control of significant areas of land in 
Northern Ireland. Public bodies in this regard should be demonstrating climate leadership and 
ensuring that all land within their control is managed in a way which supports climate and nature 
objectives.   

Another important role that the public sector can play, is by ensuring that public expenditure 
contributes towards the objectives of the strategy. There is a major opportunity to use public 
procurement to support sustainable farming and land use, for example by transforming catering 



across the public estate to focus on providing healthy, sustainable nature friendly food. Such moves 
would help create an increased market for food and other products that have been produced 
through genuinely sustainable practices. Better procurement policies will also improve transparency 
in supply chains by requiring a better understanding of where products come from and how it is 
produced. This can help shorten supply chains, providing a better return for producers who currently 
often receive too little value for their produce. For example, a growing demand for more fruit and 
vegetables and alternative protein sources will create new opportunities.  

Q13 - What indicators should we use to measure the success (or otherwise) of our Green Growth 
strategy?  

Indicators of success must be carefully designed to ensure that green growth contributes towards 
other public policy objectives such as climate mitigation, adaptation and environmental restoration. 
Therefore, the strategy should act as a vehicle to deliver investment and success in these areas. At 
present, it is unclear what targets NI will set in each of these areas and we would urge recommend 
that these should be set out as a matter of priority before the implementation of the Green Growth 
Strategy can commence. We would caution against an overriding focus on GDP growth or job 
creation in the absence of tangible metrics in the areas mentioned above. We would welcome early 
and ongoing engagement between the Executive and independent authorities such as the Office for 
Environmental Protection in relation to the monitoring of the Green Growth Strategy, drawing on 
their experience from the UK Natural Capital Committee, and independent monitoring functions. 
Indicators and any subsequent monitoring/reports must also be undertaken in a transparent manner 

Q14 - How can there be effective oversight of Green Growth - should there be a dedicated 
Assembly Committee, or independent scrutiny?  

Ensuring effective oversight of the Green Growth Strategy will be essential in building trust and 
confidence that it is delivering on its objectives and to audit process and progress. An Assembly 
Committee can play a useful role in overseeing the development and delivery of the strategy, but 
additional governance arrangements are also likely to be required. To ensure robust scrutiny of how 
we are delivering on our climate ambitions and specifically the Climate Action Plan (that will be 
developed under the green growth framework), Northern Ireland Climate Change legislation should 
include provisions to establish a Climate Office with a Climate Commissioner. 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 a NI Climate Change 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, as well as working with the Office for Environmental Protection 
(subject to Assembly approval). 

 

Q15 - Please add any other comments or suggestions you think are relevant to developing and 
delivering our Green Growth strategy 


