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The right tree in the right place starts with the right reason: bridging farmer ambition, policy

support, and environmental benefits for agroforestry
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This note explores how and why farmers adopt agroforestry, how this aligns with environmental policy goals,
and it prowdes recommendatlons to support agroforestry development.

Landscape-scale environmental priorities driven by policy objectives
(carbon storage, flood management, biodiversity, and other ecosystem
services) rarely align with farm-level motivations for integrating trees,
which are often driven by direct, on-farm benefits and constraints.

Achieving ‘the right tree in the right place’, especially for agroforestry, must
start with the ‘right reason’ locally. Overall, successful agroforestry design
and implementation requires bottom-up approaches that better integrate
farmer objectives with policy ambitions.

We developed two decision support mechanisms: 1) a searchable map that
provides practical examples of implementation across Scotland, and 2) a
strategic landscape level planning tool to explore agroforestry scenarios
based on regional environmental ambitions.
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Background

Agroforestry — integrating trees into farming systems — can improve farm resilience, soil health, biodiversity and
carbon sequestration, among other benefits. Nevertheless, adoption in Scotland remains limited.

This research combined interviews with over 30 farmers and crofters to understand decision making with regional
modelled planting scenarios for environmental benefits. It resulted in the development of multiple decision support
tools. We examined: How and why farmers adopt agroforestry; how farm-level motivations align (or not) with
landscape-scale environmental policy goals; what tools and policies could better bridge these perspectives.

Four farmer decision models were
identified: environmental adopters,
commercial adopters, restricted non-
adopters, and resistant non-adopters
(see figure overleaf). Adoption is often
driven by animal welfare (shade, shelter)
and biodiversity, but motivations vary
widely, and practices are heavily tailored
to farm context.

No universal “best” solution emerged to
derive the right tree in the right place for
agroforestry development. Optimal
locations and practical planting designs
varied by stakeholder priority, both from
farm to farm and between strategic
regional planners.

3 Commercial adopters
Primarily driven by tangible on-
farm benefits (shelter, biomass,
pasture).

* Decision-making influenced by
practicality & resource
optimisation.

* Acknowledge broader
environmental benefits.

4, Environmental adopters

2 Restricted non-adopters *  Strong intrinsic environmental
Ability to plant trees is limited. values.

* Limitations due to external factors * Embrace trees for wide array of
(e.g., land tenure) or internal benefits (biodiversity, soil, water,
factors such a lack of awareness. carbon, animal welfare).

* May be open to planting if given * Acknowledge economic benefits of

more support and/or information trees
+ Trees integral to farm identity &
legacy.



Farm-level benefits of tree planting were always observed locally,
even when this happened in areas that were not identified as a
priority for tree planting to achieve environmental benefits. This
misalignment across scales creates tension and slows uptake as
larger scale considerations often guide mechanisms and
conditions for support systems such as grants.

Decision Support Tools

FARM TREE Info Tool: a tool to explore existing tree planting on
farms in Scotland.

Target users: farmers, crofters and land managers who want to
learn and get inspiration from others who have planted trees.
Browse profiles and reach out to example farms.

FARM TREE Landscape suitability tool: A multiple-criteria decision
support tool allows stakeholders to explore planting for different
environmental benefits. ; .
Target users: strategic regional planners (such as government agencies, local government planning authorities, NGOs,
and charities). Facilitates discussions to explore options and identify how priority policy objectives shape target
planting areas.

Implications & Recommendations

Determining the ‘right reason’ for planting trees on farmland is not straightforward but an essential prerequisite to
achieving the right tree in the right place. Farmer objectives need to be reconciled with policy ambitions. To facilitate
transitions from non-adopters to adopters, our recommendations include:

¢ Increase grant flexibility: There is a need for continued evolution of grant schemes to support more flexible,
small-scale planting designs. Funding applications should be evaluated on a joint basis, considering both
landscape-scale environmental suitability and the direct on-farm benefit identified by the farmer. This "start small"
approach can encourage wider uptake across the country, leading to collective, large-scale benefits.

o Support informed decision-making: Tailored, farm-specific advice can be achieved by upskilling advisors and
consultants and integrating decision support tools at different scales. We recommend the FARM TREE Info Tool
to facilitate dialogue and help farmers plan their projects based on real-world examples and the FARM TREE
Landscape suitability tool to identify the potential for larger-scale benefits within that context.

* Expand the narrative and peer-to-peer learning: Encourage and facilitate opportunities for farmers to share their
practical experiences, building trust and confidence in agroforestry, particularly among current non-adopters. The
communication narrative should shift to highlight tangible, on-farm benefits like animal welfare, rather than
carbon storage and wider policy ambitions.

¢ Address barriers for tenant farmers: Changes to farming tenancy conditions are needed to create more flexible
models that balance the needs of both tenants and landlords, removing a significant obstacle to wider adoption.

Authors contact details: https://www.hutton.ac.uk/project/farm-tree-integrating-trees-on-agricultural-land/

This note is based on Mvula, A, Prager, K., Geris, J. (2025). Some love them, others hate them: understanding
farmers'’ tree planting decisions in Scotland. People and Nature.
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