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Agri-environment indicators 

These are a series of indicators monitoring agricultural and environmental change in England 

– and are taken from a DEFRA paper published July 2014 

These indicators monitor agricultural and environmental change in England and are updated 

as new information becomes available. They are based on proposals from an Environmental 

Monitoring Baseline Project, undertaken in 2006.  

Uptake of Agri-environment schemes 

 

 The Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) scheme was introduced in 1987 and 

covered land in 22 areas. In 2013 there were around 1,400 agreements managing 

92,000h. 

 Countryside Stewardship was introduced in 1991 for areas outside ESAs. In 2013 

there were about 1,300 agreements managing 36,000 h. 

 ESA and CS closed to new agreements in 2004. All agreements will expire by the end 

of 2014. 

 Environmental Stewardship was rolled out to all farms in 2005, offering both an Entry 

Level Scheme open to all farmers and a more targeted Higher Level Scheme. By the 

end of 2013 there were almost 50,000 agreements managing 6,655,000 h; 

 At the end of 2013, there were a total of 48,200 ELS agreements managing 6,514,000 

h. These include ELS, Organic ELS, Uplands ELS, and HLS agreements linked to ELS. 
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Farm Management & Agricultural Land Use 

Agricultural land use is a key determinant of environmental impact. The type of vegetation 

covering land used for agriculture, whether crop, grass or rough grazing, determines the 

habitat structure over the majority of the land surface in England and is a major influence on 

the landscape. This indicator has been updated to include the final crop area estimates for 

wheat, barley, oilseed rape and uncropped land for June 2013. Note figures from 2009 

onwards are not directly comparable with earlier years due to the introduction of thresholds 

and improvements to the register.  
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Chart C2 (above) shows changes in agricultural land use in England since 1973. Until 2004, 

there was a long term decline in the area of “permanent” grassland and rough grazing followed 

by large increases in 2005 and 2006.  

Some of this increase may have been due to field margins being reclassified as grassland on 

June survey forms and a possible reclassification of grassland by livestock holdings due to 

the stricter grassland classifications for the SPS. 

Within the SPS rules any grassland not included in the crop rotation for the last 5 years counts 

as permanent pasture. In contrast the June survey question (G1) refers to grass sown in the 

last 5 years. 

The area used for arable crops declined from the introduction of set-aside in the early 1990s 

until the set-aside rate was set to 0% in 2007 (for the 2008 harvest) by the European 

Commission. Set-aside was abolished in 2008.  

Wheat is the major arable crop in England, accounting for 33% of the arable area in 2013. 

After a steady increase during the late 1970s and early 1980s the area of wheat has remained 

fairly constant for the last 20 years. Annual fluctuations have tended to be a result of statutory 

changes to set-aside rates and weather conditions, for example adverse weather in autumn 

2000 meant that large areas of winter cereals could not be drilled. In 2013, the wheat area 

decreased by 19% compared to 2012 due to the poor drilling conditions in autumn 2012. 

The area of barley has been in decline since the early 1970s when the majority was spring 

sown; since then technological improvements have made spring barley less attractive than 

winter sown cereals, particularly winter wheat. However, increased commodity prices and the 



ENVIRONMENTAL 

 

5 
7th August 2014 

 

zero set-aside rate led to some increase in the barley area in 2008 and the poor autumn 

weather in 2008 led to increased spring plantings in 2009. The area of barley returned to more 

normal levels in 2010. In 2013, barley increased by 33% to 828,000 h.; the largest area in over 

a decade. This was due to the large increase (94%) seen in the spring sown area, following 

the poor winter weather. 

WOSR is the dominant non-cereal crop in England showing a dramatic rise during the 1980s. 

Pesticide Use 

 

Pesticides contribute to the pollution of soil and water. They have also contributed to the loss 

of biodiversity. This indicator monitors the use of pesticides on major crops using two 

measurements from the Pesticide Usage Survey (PUS). The first focuses on the area of crop 

treated with pesticides as a proportion of the crop area. As most crops are treated with more 

than one pesticide each year this figure is generally greater than 100%. Other indicators focus 

on the amount of active substance applied. 

These amounts used will vary from year to year depending on the weather and its influence 

on pest, disease and weed pressure, and over time by changes in pesticide range, the 

economics of pest control and the resistance of different seed varieties. 

 Herbicides may also contaminate watercourses; all of the pesticides most frequently found in 

water are herbicides. 
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Fertiliser Use 

 

Compared to 2000 the overall application rate for N has reduced by 40% for grassland and by 

10% on tillage (crops). 

 Between 2012 and 2013 the overall application rate for N increased by 6% for 

grassland. For tillage, application rates decreased by 6% between 2012 and 2013. 

The wet autumn / winter impacted on autumn drillings and crop survival. This 

resulted in more spring plantings which generally require less fertiliser. 

 Compared to 2000 the overall application rate for P has fallen by 56% for grassland 

and by 43% for tillage.  
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This indicator shows the levels of phosphate (as phosphorus, P) and nitrate (NO3), from all 

sources, in river water in England. 59% of nitrates and 26% of phosphates in English waters 

are of agricultural origin. Changes in cropping practices or livestock types, numbers or 

management as a result of CAP reform could impact on nutrients leaching to water although 

the impact of other initiatives (e.g. NVZ’s, WFD) also needs to be taken into account. 

Chart DA3 (below) shows the lengths of rivers with nitrate levels over 30 mg nitrate per litre, 

and phosphate (as phosphorus) levels over 0.1 mg P per litre. The nitrate limit very roughly 

corresponds with a 95 percentile limit of 50mg/l used in the EC Nitrates Directive and the EC 

Drinking Water Directive. Government guidance recommends that rivers should not exceed 

annual mean phosphate concentrations of 0.1mg per litre.  

 

Since 2000, there have been overall reductions in most regions. However, in the Southern 

region the proportion of river length exceeding 30mg/l of nitrates increased somewhat between 

2000 and 2005.  

Although this has since reduced the proportion remains above 2000 levels. 
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The Anglian region continues to have the greatest proportion of river length exceeding 30mg/l 

of nitrates. 

 

The proportion of rivers exceeding 0.1mg/l of phosphorus has declined in all regions between 

2000 and 2009. 

The greatest reductions have been in the North East, Midland, Anglian and Thames regions. 

Biodiversity 

Status of farmland UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) priority habitats in England 

Of the 56 priority habitats occurring in England, 12 are classified as being predominantly 

agricultural. 

However, farming practices also affect a range of other habitats such as wetlands. Each 

habitat contains features for a wide range of flora and fauna. 

Important threats to priority habitats include atmospheric, land and freshwater pollution arising 

from agricultural nutrient enrichment and other agro-chemicals. Other main agricultural threats 

include: conversion to arable land; over and under-grazing and drainage.  

There are also threats from natural causes such as coastal erosion, drought, storms, flooding, 

natural succession and global warming (sea level change). A wide range of other threats 

cause habitat loss or degradation, such as infrastructure development, aggregate extraction 

and other human disturbance.  
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Farmland bird populations 

In 2012, the farmland birds index in England was about half (down 51%) of its value in 1970. 

Most of the decline occurred between the late seventies and the early nineties, driven by the 

decline of those species that are restricted to or highly dependent on farmland habitats (the 

“specialists‟). By contrast, the index of those species found on farmland and other widespread 

habitats (the ”generalists‟) was 8% above its 1970 baseline level in 2012. 

However, between 2006 and 2011, the smoothed index of farmland generalists showed a 

significant decline of 5% and the farmland specialists a significant decline of 7%. 

Eight species (almost half of those included in the index) declined between 2011 and 2012; 

Whitethroat, Turtle Dove, Lapwing, Tree Sparrow, Stock Dove, and Starling (all specialists); 

Greenfinch and Reed Bunting (generalists). For many species, this decline is a continuation 

of downward trends evident over at least the last four or five years 

Eleven species increased between 2011 and 2012; Grey Partridge, Linnet, Skylark, Corn 

Bunting, Goldfinch, and Yellowhammer (all specialists); Kestrel, Woodpigeon, Yellow Wagtail, 

Rook and Jackdaw (all generalists). Goldfinch and Woodpigeon, have shown long-term 

upward trends.  
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Chart DE5e (below) shows the changes in populations of the larger generalist farmland bird 

species. 
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Population trends for farmland butterflies 

Butterflies are considered good biodiversity indicators because they respond rapidly to 

changes in environment and management, occur in a wide range of habitats (especially semi-

natural habitats on farmland), and are representative of many other insects, which collectively 

account for more than 50% of terrestrial UK wildlife species. 

 

The overall population of 43 species of butterflies (comprising Species of the Wider 

Countryside (21) and Habitat Specialists (22)) on farmland has fluctuated over the last 20 

years with peaks at five to eight year intervals and a progressive decline in the intervening 

years. The annual fluctuations are due to natural environmental factors, especially weather 

conditions. 

Since 1990, butterflies of the wider countryside on farmland have fallen by 49%, reaching a 

historical low point in 2012. There have been fluctuations in numbers from year to year, but 

the overall change since 2007 is assessed as deteriorating. 

Full details of this report can be found at https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-

sets/agri-environment-indicators 

All the above information is taken from this DEFRA report. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/agri-environment-indicators
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/agri-environment-indicators


 

 

 KEY DATES 2014 

1st August 
 

Start of the closed period for applying organic manure with a high 
readily available nitrogen content (for example, slurry, poultry 
manures or liquid digested sewage sludge) to tillage land on shallow 
or sandy soils except where crops will be sown on or before 15 
September (SMR 4) 

1st August You can cut or plough vegetation on agricultural land which is not in 
agricultural production from this date. (GAEC 12) 

1st August You can cut hedgerows from this date. (GAEC 15) 

31st August  Cutting of Field Corners allowed under ELS (EF1) 

1st September 
 

Start of closed period for applying organic manure with a high 
readily available nitrogen content (for example, slurry, poultry 
manures or liquid digested sewage sludge) to grassland on shallow 
or sandy soils. (SMR 4) 

1st September Start of closed period for applying manufactured nitrogen fertilisers 
to tillage land. (SMR 4) 

15th September Start of closed period for applying manufactured nitrogen fertilisers 
to grassland. (SMR 4) 

16th September Start of closed period for applying organic manure with a high 
readily available nitrogen content (for example, slurry, poultry 
manures or liquid digested sewage sludge) to tillage land on shallow 
or sandy soils which have been sown with crops on or before 15 
September. (SMR 4) 

 
 
 
For further information please contact: 

 

Karen Fisher West 07774 710799 karen.fisher@agrii.co.uk  

Beth Metson East 07545 927474 beth.metson@agrii.co.uk 

Laura Wraith North 07760 776089 laura.wraith@agrii.co.uk  

Christina Scarborough North 07969 507082 chirstina.scarborough@agrii.co.uk  

Neil McLean West 07711 235249 neil.mclean@agrii.co.uk  

Simon Rollinson West 07768 865084 simon.rollinson@agrii.co.uk  

Dave Wild National 07775 566558 david.wild@agrii.co.uk 

Paul Pickford National 07909 925413 paul.pickford@agrii.co.uk  
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