Scottish farmers push back against CCC proposals to slash livestock numbers by 2045
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Farming embodies a deep-rooted way of life for many, particularly in rural Scotland, where agricultural practices shape not only livelihoods but also the identities of those who engage with the land. This connection to farming was highlighted recently by an MSP expressing concern about recommendations from the Climate Change Committee (CCC), which may disrupt the traditional agricultural landscape in pursuit of ambitious climate targets.
The CCC's report suggested a significant reduction in Scotland's livestock numbers, proposing a decrease of more than one-third in both cattle and sheep populations by 2045—the target year for achieving net-zero carbon emissions. Cattle numbers, which already dwindled to approximately 1.7 million in 2022, could face further cuts amounting to 550,000, while sheep farmers could be compelled to cull over two million sheep—a staggering figure that raises alarms not only for animal welfare but for the very future of farming itself.
Beyond the immediate impact on livestock, these recommendations signal potential economic ramifications for Scotland's agricultural sector and its broader food supply chains. Industry bodies have vehemently opposed such drastic measures, arguing that these targets are not only unrealistic but could also have dire consequences for rural communities dependent on farming. A diminished livestock industry fundamentally threatens food security across the UK, as echoed by various stakeholders who insist on a more nuanced approach to achieving climate goals without jeopardising the livelihoods of farmers.
The reduction of red meat consumption by a third, aligned with the CCC's recommendations, further exacerbates these concerns. A significant portion of Scotland's economic activity is intertwined with the red meat sector, where carvery dinners and traditional Sunday roasts remain integral to the cultural fabric. The proposed changes have been met with disbelief and apprehension as they could lead to a stark shift in consumer habits, threatening the hospitality sector that thrives on these culinary staples.
Research indicates that while reducing meat consumption could play a role in climate mitigation—potentially achieving a 16% reduction in total meat consumption if high consumers reduce their intake—such proposals must be approached with caution. Simplistic calls for blanket reductions fail to acknowledge the complexity of dietary needs and the potential for nutrient deficiencies within vulnerable populations, as noted by Food Standards Scotland. This points to the necessity for tailored dietary guidance rather than sweeping mandates.
The Scottish Government, while partially receptive to the CCC's dietary recommendations, advocates for a balanced approach in encouraging shifts towards healthier eating patterns. By promoting existing guidelines, the government underscores the importance of aligning health with environmental responsibilities without decimating the agricultural sector.
As the discourse surrounding climate change intensifies, farmers find themselves at the centre, navigating pressures from climate advocates while seeking recognition for their efforts to lower emissions—evidence shows that agricultural emissions in Scotland have dropped by 12% since 1990. This underscores the need for realistic, collaborative solutions that empower farmers rather than vilifying them as easy targets. 
In this dialogue on climate and agriculture, it is imperative that policymakers strive for an inclusive discourse, valuing the voices of farmers who are increasingly pushing back against top-down recommendations that fail to appreciate the reality of agricultural life. A balanced approach is essential to safeguard both the environment and Scotland’s rich agricultural heritage—because in fighting climate change, all stakeholders must be heard and respected. 
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