
 

 
 

Introduction 
Scottish Land & Estates is keen to ensure that debate about policy development and legislative change is 

based on evidence. In the ongoing debate about agricultural holdings many often look to landowners to 

bring more land to the market for letting to new entrants. In this context, Scottish Land & Estates has 

sought to collate some data to provide a better picture of estates and their letting arrangements. Scottish 

Land & Estates is very supportive of the initiative within the Tenant Farming Forum to improve data 

collection and is putting these data into the public domain in an attempt to enhance the current debate.  

 

About the survey 
Scottish Land & Estates approached 20 large estates for data about their land use and letting arrangements 

in 2011. The objective was to gain a better understanding of the balance of activities on these estates and 

the sorts of letting arrangements utilised. The 20 estates were Airlie, Annandale, Atholl, Balnagown, 

Buccleuch (Bowhill, Langholm, Queensberry), Dalhousie, Dalmeny, Douglas and Angus, Dunnecht, Dupplin, 

Hopetoun, Lothian, Luss, Moray, Roxburghe, Seafield and Strathspey, Stair, and Wemyss and March. 

 

We focused on large estates because in the current debates landowners are being asked to let more land 

and we assumed that it is the larger landowners that are most likely to have agricultural land available for 

letting and because we wanted to understand whether there was land that could be brought forward. A 

sample of 20 was chosen on the grounds of practicality and speed. While not a large sample, the survey 

does provide data relating to a large area of land and just under 10% of all tenancy arrangements. This 

survey was not intended to offer comprehensive data on the tenanted sector; it simply provides an insight 

into the land use and letting arrangements on some larger estates in order to inform debate. 

Large Estates: supporting tenant farming 
 

• Scottish Land & Estates asked for data on letting arrangements in 2011 from a sample of large 

estates in order to understand more clearly the extent of agricultural letting on these larger 

land holdings. 20 estates provided information about 993,441 acres of land (including grouse 

moors and woodland). 

• Of the total area of farmland (639,254 acres), 70% of it is let under agricultural holdings 

legislation (449,445 acres). 

• The remaining farmland is either farmed in hand or under contract. Many large estates are 

themselves large farming businesses contributing significantly to Scotland’s agricultural 

production, supporting rural employment and delivering a wide range of public goods.  

• The participating estates are involved in 658 letting relationships: letting land is a major part 

of what large estates do.  

• The majority of these tenants (405) enjoy security of tenure under 1991 Act tenancies. 

• The large estates are using the new letting vehicles and have let for long periods. The amount 

of land let under LDTs and SLDTs is 45,155 acres and 37,758 acres respectively. 

• LDTs are being used to let equipped farms and SLDTs are predominantly being used to let 

land. Landowners are using the appropriate vehicles for letting farms and land. 

• Only 6% of the total area of let land is let under seasonal grazing lets.  

•  
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Results 

The 20 participating estates, taken 

together, provided data about 993,441 

acres including 639,254 acres of farmland. 

Focusing on the farmland on these estates, 

participants were asked to provide 

acreages for land that was let, land farmed 

‘in hand’ and contract farmed. When 

aggregated, this data highlights that 70% 

of the farmland (by area) is in fact let to 

farming tenants.  

 

This average figure does, however, contain 

a significant degree of variation (figure 1; 

the data were provided on a confidential 

basis so the estates have not been 

identified). Some estates let all their farmland; others let very little (and opt to farm it themselves or for 

contract farming arrangements). This 

variation in the proportion of farmland 

that is let points to the variation across 

land holdings: no two estates are the 

same. Some undertake no or very little 

farming activity and let all or most farm 

land; others have big in hand farming 

operations. What is clear is that by one 

mechanism or another, the land suitable 

for farming on these estates is farmed 

and most of it by tenant farmers.   

 

This variability within the term ‘estate’ is 

highlighted in figure 2. Each estate has 

different proportions of farmland, 

woodland and other land, such as grouse 

moors. Each estate will adopt a different 

business strategy in the context of the 

attributes of their land holding. The 

different land uses represent different 

sources of revenue. Letting farms 

represents a form of steady income, while 

farming in hand potentially provides 

greater returns. In an ideal world most 

estates would aim for a balance between 

these sorts of activity as part of a process 

of risk management, but the degree to 

which estates can change and adapt as 

businesses varies depending on tenure 

and the nature of the land. 
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Figure 1: Percentage of total farmland that is let by each estate 

Figure 2: Land use by different estates 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T

Estates

%
 o

f 
to

ta
l 
e
s
ta

te
 a

re
a

% Let Land % In hand/Contract Farmland % Woodland % Other land

 Acres 

Total Farmland 639,254 

Total woodland 111,955  

Other (e.g. grouse moor, dunes) 242,232  

Total area 993,441 

 Acres % of total farmland  

Total let farmland  449,445 70% 

Total farmed in hand 154,780 24% 

Total contract farmed 35,029 6% 

Total farmland 639,254  
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The importance of secure tenancies 
The total area of farmland that is let on the sample estates (449,445 acres) is let under a range of different 

letting vehicles but secure tenancies are by far the most important.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These data highlight that:  

 

• The participating estates are involved in 658 letting relationships (under the 1991 and 2003 Acts). 

• Most letting takes place under secure tenancies. 

• The new letting vehicles account for 23% of letting arrangements and cover 18% of the area let. 

Other data also point to the fact that the use of these vehicles is increasing steadily. 

• The amount of land let under the new letting vehicles amounts to 82,913 acres. 

• Only 6% of the total area of let land is let under seasonal grazing lets.  

 

Succession on secure tenancies 

Of the 405 tenants on secure tenancies, 128 (32%) have no successor (to the landlords knowledge). One 

element of this data that is particularly worrying relates to the fact that over 30% of those past retirement 

age have no definite successors. Scottish Land & Estates believes that this is an important issue that we 

need to address in order to foster a greater degree of ‘churn’ – with farmers entering and exiting the 

industry under secure tenancies rather than staying on indefinitely and gradually reducing production.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Acres Number 
% of let 
farmland area 

1991 tenancies  264,217 405 59 

Limited Partnerships   74,537 102 17 

Limited Duration Tenancy (LDT)  45,155 71 10 

Short Limited Duration Tenancy (SLDT) 37,758 80 8 

Other (seasonal grazings and other tenancy types) 27,778  * 6 
 

* The survey only asked for the area under seasonal grazing lets and did not ask for specific data on each letting arrangement (to 

avoid excessive burden on respondents), thus numbers of letting arrangements are not known. 

 

Number of tenants on secure tenancies with no identified successor. 128 (32%) 

 

Age group Number of secure 
tenants in the age 

class 

Successors 
identified 

No 
successors 

Uncertain about 
succession 

20-30 2 0 2 0 

30-40 17 3 12 2 

40-50 87 30 32 25 

50-65 196 85 63 48 

Over 65 100 63 19 15 

Did not 
answer 

3    
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Limited Partnerships 
The participating estates provided data relating to 102 Limited Partnerships covering 74,537 acres. Of the 

102 partnerships, 44 were still operating within the original term and 55 were operating under tacit 

relocation (with no data provided for 3 cases). The expected dates at which the 44 Limited Partnerships 

still in term will end are given in figure 3. 

 

Of those partnerships still in term 

14 are expected to come to an end 

prior to the start of the next round 

of the CAP. Those partnerships that 

have termination dates set far in 

the future are most likely to relate 

to the expected retirement date of 

the general partner, indicating a 

willingness on the part of 

landowners to work with tenants 

to their mutual benefit. 

 

The fact that 55 tenants are 

operating under tacit relocation 

highlights the impact of continuing 

uncertainty surrounding the future 

of the CAP. This uncertainty is far from ideal for both landlord and tenant. It is important to note, however, 

that the participating estates did not immediately take the land back in hand when the partnership came 

to an end and that they are simply awaiting a clearer understanding of the policy context before making 

decisions about the most appropriate way forward.  

 

Limited Duration Tenancies 
The participating estates provided data relating to 71 LDTs covering 45,155 acres. The majority are let on 

10 or 15 year terms, but in a similar way to Limited Partnerships, some of the participating estates have 

offered much longer tenancies to fit with either estate planning or the arrangements of the tenant.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Expected expiry dates for in term Limited Partnerships 
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Length of the tenancy 

Years 10 15 16–20 21–25  > 25 No answer 

Number 6 44 2 8 8 3 

 

What is included in the LDT?  
 Number 
Land 23 
Land and House 0 
Land, house and farm buildings 34 
Land, house, farm buildings and additional property e.g. cottages 11 
No answer 3 
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Short Limited Duration Tenancies 
The participating estates provided data relating to 80 SLDTs covering 37,758 acres. Of these, the majority 

(54) were for five year terms.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The data for LDTs and SLDTs highlight that, contrary to recent comments about how landowners are letting 

farms for short terms, thereby not allowing the incoming tenant enough time to build a business, the 

majority of LDTs (63%) are for equipped farms and the majority of SLDTs are being used to let land only. 

The large landowners sampled here are using the appropriate vehicles for letting farms and land. 

 

What is happening over time? 
This data collection exercise concentrated on gaining a snapshot of land use in 2011 and does not provide 

time series data to illustrate what has happened over time. However, data published earlier this year on 

the changes in tenancies between 2005 and 2011 highlights a continuing decline in the number of 

agricultural tenancies (figure 4) (see http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2012/01/tenancy0511). 

 

What is happening here? This is an area where the TFF data group will be looking to improve our 

understanding, but we believe that several processes are taking place at the same time:  

 

• Some farms will have been sold to the 

sitting tenant; 

• Some of the land will be re-let to other 

tenants because landowners have a 

responsibility to support existing tenants 

and will potentially amalgamate the land 

with adjacent holdings in order to help 

create units that are going to be more 

viable in the long-term; 

• Some of the land will be taken in hand to 

improve the landowners’ own farming 

business because the returns are 

potentially much higher if land is farmed 

in hand rather than let out. 

Length of the tenancy 

Years < 1 year 1 yr 1 – 2 yrs 2 yrs  3 yrs 4 yrs 5 yrs No answer 

Number 2 4 6 1 11 1 54 1 

 

What is included in the SLDT?  
 Number % 
Land 60 75 
Land and buildings 1 1 
Land, house and farm buildings 15 19 
Land, house, farm buildings and additional property e.g. cottages 3 4 
No answer 1 1 

 

Figure 4: Agricultural holdings with tenancy agreements, 2005-

2011 (Source: Scottish Government) 
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The implications of the data from large estates 

Scottish Land & Estates believes that these data shine a new light on the current debate about the 

availability of let land. We would emphasise the following points:  

 

Large landowners are letting land 

There have been frequent calls for landowners, and especially large landowners, to bring forward more 

land to be let. These calls appear to be based on the assumption that simply because a large landowner 

owns a large amount of land, some of it will be available to let and so it should be brought to the market. 

The data in this survey suggests, however, that in reality most of the farmland is already let to tenants.  

More let land can only be provided at the expense of something else 

If more land were to be let to new tenants it would have to be taken out of another use such as in hand 

farming. This would be to reduce the efficiency of existing farming businesses and would potentially be 

economically irrational.  

Landowners must be allowed to make rational business decisions 

While all estates are different, the normal practice is to engage in a range of business activities. Letting 

land on long-term tenancies is a low risk, low yield strategy, which is seen as an essential part of a wider 

business portfolio that might also include higher risk ventures, such as farming in hand. Each estate finds 

the balance of income streams that works for them and calls to let more land ignore this fact. If more land 

was let in an estate business it would change the balance of income streams and potentially the viability of 

the estate. Landowners must be allowed to make rational business decisions based on their knowledge of 

their particular situation, rather than be expected to act in a way that would be detrimental to the long-

term future of their property. Landowners have brought, and will continue to bring forward, farms to let 

when it works in their particular case. 

Smaller landowners could play a key role, but we need more data 

The data presented here—where 20 large estates account for 658 letting arrangements and therefore 

approximately 9.5% of total tenancies—suggest that smaller landowners account for a large proportion of 

let holdings. We need to develop a much better understanding of how smaller landowners are approaching 

letting and the factors that are influencing their decisions. Scottish Land & Estates will endeavour to do all 

it can to provide better information in this area as it could be crucial to understanding the decline in the 

overall number of tenancies and any actions which may need to be taken to ensure the continuation of a 

vibrant tenanted sector.  

‘Churn’ in the system is needed 

‘Churn’ refers to the turnover of farmers entering and leaving the industry. The figures here suggest that at 

least some of the lack of churn relates to issues around succession and retirement. There is a need for a 

better understanding of the issues surrounding succession and retirement of tenants without successors. 

CAP reform will obviously play a large role, but there will be other factors that need to be addressed.  

  


