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A range of government agencies have 
promoted the uptake of UK agroforestry as a 
multifunctional land use. This policy brief 
summaries the benefits of agroforestry, the 
opportunities it creates, and barriers to its 
uptake.  

Background 

Agroforestry refers to growing trees among 
crops or livestock.1 It is a historic land use 
practice in the UK, with traditional agroforestry 
including wood pastures, using leaf fodder for 
livestock feed and/or wood fuel, and orchard 
grazing.2 Intensification of agriculture and a 
shift to monoculture farming means that it is 
no longer a dominant UK farming practice.3 

The UK is facing increasing environmental 
issues such as flooding, biodiversity loss, land 
degradation, and poor air and water quality.4,5 
The COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted the 
importance of resilience in the agricultural 
sector.6  

There is now a renewed emphasis on 
managing land in a way that protects or 
improves the environment.7 Research 
suggests agroforestry, as part of a viable 
working landscape, holds the potential to help 
restore natural capital and help the UK adapt 
to and mitigate against climate change.1,8 

There is evidence that integrating trees into 
farming systems can provide a number of 
ecosystem services alongside benefits to 
productivity, improved diversification of food, 
and fuel security.2  

 

Definitions 

Agroforestry: an intensive farming system 
where trees are combined with crops and/or 
livestock to benefit from the resulting 
ecological and economic interactions.9 

The key modern agroforestry practices are: 
Silvopasture: combining trees and livestock 
Silvoarable: combining trees and crops 

Figure 1. Agroforestry options in the UK: a) 
wind breaks, b) riverine buffers, c) tree rows, d) 
single trees, e) tree clusters1 

 

Overview 

• Agroforestry is the integration of 
agriculture and forestry. 

• Agroforestry can improve a farm’s 
resilience by increasing productivity, 
improving soil quality, reducing flood 
risk, providing shelter for crops and 
livestock, and diversifying farm income. 

• Agroforestry provides further 
environmental benefits through carbon 
sequestration and improved 
biodiversity. 

• Policy reforms to pay ‘public money for 
the provision of environmental public 
goods’ makes agroforestry a viable land 
use practice. 

• Agroforestry is not widely practiced in 
UK farming and there is not yet a fully 
developed agroforestry policy incentive. 
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Benefits of agroforestry  

Biodiversity, pollination and provision of 
habitat. Increased species richness and 
abundance (including pollinators12) compared 
with conventional agriculture and forestry.13,14 
Potential for Nature Recovery Networks with 
increased provision of wildlife habitat and 
creation of connectivity corridors.8 

Soil enrichment and nutrient cycling. Trees 
enhance and maintain long-term soil quality.8  

Erosion and flood control. Tree roots 
stabilise soil to reduce erosion.13 Higher water 
infiltration into soil mitigates flood risk.10,15 

Productivity increases and economic 
diversification. Complimentary resource 
capture by producing two commodities on the 
same unit of land e.g. crops and 
woodchips.2,16,17 

Animal welfare. Provides shelter, enhances 
welfare and reduces livestock suffering during 
extreme weather events.10  

Improved food and fuel security. Marketing 
quality and diversified products.10 Opportunity 
to develop a strong domestic market for 
disease free wood stock, removing the need 
for imported materials, and allowing farmers 
to trade verified carbon credits.1  

Reduced pesticide use. Reduced farming 
costs through minimising nutrient losses, 
maximising nutrient cycling and enhancing 

pest and disease control by housing natural 
predators.2  

Cultural heritage values. Increase in cultural 
and aesthetic value, opportunity to plant 
native trees and historic orchards to maintain 
and restore landscape character.13 

Climate regulation and carbon storage. 
Provide wind break, local cooling effect and a 
lower fire risk compared with forestry.2,13 
Carbon capture and producing homegrown 
biofuels.1 Restore and protect degraded 
peatland to reduce carbon emissions.10 

 

Barriers to agroforestry uptake 

Lack of clarity over the definition of 
agroforestry18,19, limiting uptake where it fails 
to qualify under either agricultural or forestry 
payments.2,3 

Increased costs for labour, management and 
maintenance and a greater administrative 
burden, alongside long timescales for 
economic returns.1,19 

Tenancy farmers faced with logistical and 
ownership challenges if agroforestry 
establishment is longer than the longevity of 
farm tenancies.1 

Knowledge gap with farmers lacking the 
knowledge or access to expert advice on 
woodland creation and management.20 

Box 1: Silvopasture Case Study: Woodland 
Eggs  

Sainsbury’s stock eggs from woodland hens. 
This is an example where consumers are willing 
to pay premium for an agroforestry product due 
to enhanced animal welfare10. Trees enable 
hens to exhibit more natural behaviour, and 
woodland cover can improve eggshell quality 
and increase laying rates.10,11 
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Box 2: Silvoarable Case Study: Apple Trees 
and Cereal 

An organic cereal farm near Peterborough 
(eastern England), grows rows of apple trees 
and wildflower strips planted at intervals 
between the cereal crops.10 Agroforestry here 
increases land productivity, produces an 
additional crop and restores and stabilises the 
peatland soil, helping to reduce carbon 
emissions.10  

  

 

  

 

Photo: Stephen Briggs.10 
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Facilitating agroforestry uptake  

• Clear definition of agroforestry to be 
included in policy for subsidies and 
grants e.g. inclusion in the Agricultural 
Bill and forthcoming Environmental Bill 
and Environmental Land Management 
scheme.1 

• Demonstration of economic viability 
and practical management of 
agroforestry to farmers.19 

• Promoting knowledge transfer and 
enabling collaboration between 
multiple sectors20.  

• Business advice, especially for 
vulnerable high nature value farms 
(HNVF).28 

• Developing a market in natural capital 
and biodiversity net gain as an 
incentive for adoption and 
management of agroforestry.29 

• Securing and rewarding public goods 
from agroforestry and ensuring long-
term changes in land use.28 

 

 

Endnotes 
1 Perks, M. et al. (2018) Agroforestry in Scotland- potential 
benefits in a changing climate. Forest Research.  

2 Smith, J. (2010) Agroforestry: Reconciling Production with 
Protection of the Envrionment. The Organic Research Centre, 
Elm Farm.  

3 Montagnini, F. and P.K.R. Nair. (2004) Carbon sequestration: 
an underexploited environmental benefit of agroforestry 
systems. Agroforestry Systems 61, pp 281-295. 

4 Met Office (2018) 
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/binaries/content/assets/metofficeg
ovuk/pdf/research/ukcp/ukcp18-fact-sheet-derived-
projections.pdf 

5 NERC (2015) 
https://nerc.ukri.org/research/partnerships/ride/lwec/report-
cards/biodiversity/ 

6 OECD (2020) http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-
responses/covid-19-and-the-food-and-agriculture-sector-issues-
and-policy-responses-a23f764b/ 

7 25 Year Environmental Plan 
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-
8196/ 

8 Jose, S. (2009) Agroforestry for ecosystem services and 
environmental benefits: An overview, Agroforestry Systems, 
76(1), pp. 1–10.  

9 Mosquera-Losada  M. R. et al.  (2018) Agroforestry in 
Europe: a land management policy tool to combat climate 
change. Land Use Policy 78, 603-613.  

10 Newman, S. M., Pilbeam, D. J. and Briggs, S. (2018) 
Agroforestry in the UK, Temperate agroforestry systems, 
111(2), pp. 72–97. 

11 Bright, A. & Joret, A. (2012) Laying hens go undercover to 
improve production. Veterinary Record, 170:228. 

12 Varah, A. et al. (2013) Enhanced biodiversity and pollination 
in UK agroforestry systems, Journal of the Science of Food and 
Agriculture, 93(9), pp. 2073–2075. 

13 Torralba, M. et al. (2016) Do European agroforestry systems 
enhance biodiversity and ecosystem services? A meta-
analysis, Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment. Elsevier 
B.V., pp. 150–161.  

14 Fagerholm, N. et al. (2016) Assessing linkages between 
ecosystem services, land-use and well-being in an agroforestry 
landscape using public participation GIS, Applied Geography. 
Elsevier Ltd, 74, pp. 30–46. 

15 Lunka, P. and Patil, S. D. (2016) Impact of tree planting 
configuration and grazing restriction on canopy interception and 
soil hydrological properties: Implications for flood mitigation in 
silvopastoral systems, Hydrological Processes, 30(6). 

16 Newman SM, A pear and vegetable interculture system: 
land equivalent ratio, light use efficiency and productivity. 
(1986). Experimental Agriculture 22, pp 383–392  

17 Smith, J. et al. (2014) Nutritional and fermentation quality of 
ensiled willow from an integrated feed and bioenergy 
agroforestry system in UK, Nutritional, (30), pp. 1–9.  

18 Burgess, P. (2019) Agroforestry: an essential part of future 
farming policy Farmers Weekly, Sutton. 172(13), pp 28-29. 
 
19 García de Jalón, S. et al. (2018) How is agroforestry 
perceived in Europe? An assessment of positive and negative 
aspects by stakeholders, Agroforestry Systems, 92(4), pp. 829–
848.  

Box 3: Relevant Policy Incentives and 
Climate Change Commitments  

The UK government has committed to 
increasing woodland in England, pledging to 
plant 30,000 hectares of forests by 2025, 
alongside achieving net zero carbon 
emissions by 2050.20 Conversion of 0.6% of 
agricultural land to agroforestry would 
contribute significantly towards these 
targets21. 

Current and developing policy frameworks to 
facilitate these targets and meet further 
environmental and economic targets include: 

• Woodland Carbon Guarantee.22 
• Common Agricultural Policy and the 

transition to the Environmental Land 
Management scheme.23  

• Nature for Climate Fund.24 
• Countryside Stewardship.25 
• Environmental Stewardship.26 
• Trees for your Farm Scheme.27 
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