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Foreword

Welcome to the annual report from the Scottish Land Matching Service for financial
year 1 April 2024 to 31 March 2025.

Under the governance of the Farming Opportunities for New Entrants (FONE)
group, chaired by Henry Graham, the service has continued to develop and grow
by building on the recommendations from the evaluation report on our processes
and progress carried out by Professor Lee-Ann Sutherland and Rosalind Corbett of
the James Hutton Institute and published in June 2023.

One of the key parts of that growth has been the acquisition of dedicated admin
support. Mandy Dailly from SAC Stirling has taken on that role with a passion and
enthusiasm that has ensured we are delivering a better service to our customers
across the board. The development of our new database means that we can track
enquiries more easily and provide data and information virtually on request.

Allan Young and | continue to provide facilitation, support and advice to all
enquiries. As you will see from the report facilitation and advice form a large part of
the offering from us and although that may not lead to a “match” the provision of
that element cannot be underestimated. If nothing else the old adage of “it's good
to talk” applies now more than ever as the industry comes to terms with a period of
significant change in farming and crofting in terms of policy and funding.

We are very grateful for the ongoing support from NFU Scotland in hosting us and
from the Crofting Commission as we have developed our specific crofting offering
as part of building the service. Thanks also to the other organisations who continue
to support us in our efforts to deliver our service across Scotland.

lan Davidson
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Budget

The Scottish Land Matching Service continues to be funded by Scottish
Government. The budget allocated for 2024 - 2025 financial year was £180,000 to
cover all staffing, IT, and promotion costs.

The staffing complement has remained constant with two part-time (3 days a week)
advisors contracted to Scottish Government and one part time (four days per week)
admin support on a contract with SAC Consulting. Note: this contract has increased
from an initial three days per week to four days per week. This was necessary as the
volume of enquiries has continued to increase (particularly in crofting), promotional
activities have increased, and we have initiated a full follow-up process, meeting the
recommendations from the Process Report of July 2023

Total costs incurred in the financial year comes to £157,000, of which £2,846.40 was
spent on website hosting, domain and upgrades, and £1,720.50 on promotional
materials. This is significantly within budget. However, the budget was set with the
intention of recruiting another part-time advisor with a view to looking at succession
within the team. That has not happened while discussions have continued on where
the Service might be hosted in the future following on from the SAOS report in
March 2024.
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Introduction to the data

From September 2019 until 31 March 2025, the Scottish Land Matching Service
(SLMS) received a total of 815 enquiries from individuals seeking farming
opportunities or offering a potential opportunity to gain a foothold in the
agricultural sector.

Since July 2023 SLMS has received a further 560 Crofting related enquiries, 98% of
which are from individuals seeking a crofting opportunity. Although progress on
increasing availability of croft opportunities has been slow, we are beginning to see
the rewards of our efforts coming through in 2025.

In February 2024 a new database was launched to house the ever-increasing volume
of client data relating to these enquiries. A major benefit of this database is
increased data extraction and reporting functionality.

SLMS now provides regular reports on figures to the Farming Opportunities for New
Entrants (FONE) group, the Crofting Commission and the Crofting Federation.

In June 2024 the SLMS website registration forms were updated to gather
demographic information about the types of people seeking and offering farming
and crofting opportunities. Unfortunately, we do not hold this information for
individuals who registered with us before this, but the data is growing with each new
registration and provides a helpful insight into our customer base.

What follows is a breakdown of SLMS Farming and Crofting data for 2024-25 and
some key trends from the previous five years. The figures may differ slightly to those
shown in earlier reports as our database has recently been updated to allow for
reporting by financial year rather than calendar year as previously.
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In 2024-25 the Farming portal received:

e 147 new Seeker enquiries

e 37 new Provider enquiries

e 12 general enquiries

e 67 enquiries from Seekers and Providers who registered in previous years.

Overall, since September 2019 the Farming portal has received a total of:

e 614 Seeker enquiries
e 171 Provider enquiries
e 30 general enquiries

Of these:

e 56 individuals have been Matched’

e 28 Provider, 93 Seeker and 4 general enquiries are classified as Inactive,
Archived.

e 6 Provider enquiries are On Hold.

e 88 Provider, 216 Seeker and 24 general enquiries have been classified as
'Facilitated’

Leaving a total of:

o 284 Seeker, 20 Provider and 2 general enquiries Active & Unmatched on
our database on 31t March 2025.

! Please see Appendix 1for client status definitions.
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Enquiries, Matches & Facilitations

Enquiries and Matches, by year
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Farming enquiries saw a burst of activity in 2024-25, with SLMS receiving greater numbers
of new enquiries from providers and seekers than ever before.

In 2022, the widely publicised opportunity on the Isle of Ulva attracted a surge of enquiries
for a single opportunity, which we have shown as a separate data line (in orange) on the
graph above. This demonstrates the power of positive publicity in alerting people to the
service.

The dark blue data line shows the total number of enquiries received, including further
enquiries from people who registered with us in a previous financial year.

2024-25 also saw our largest number of matches, by a long way, with 25 individuals entering
into agreements in total. More than in the previous three years combined. These matches
take time and patience to get right, so this is a fantastic result.

Matches are, however, only one measure of our success. Over the past five years we have
‘Matched’ 56 individuals, but we have provided help to, or ‘Facilitated’, a further 328
enquiries. This may have been help creating a joint venture agreement where the partners
were already established (i.e. not matched by us). Or we may have provided advice on
succession, explored options, or signposted to a more appropriate service.

7
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Of the new enquiries received in 2024-25 there were 57 Seeker, 15 Provider and 11 general
enquiries that SLMS were able to help in this way.

New registrants 2024-25 - Status
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Our advisors conduct at least one initial consultation with every new farming Seeker, as well
as re-engaging with many of those already on our database. Providers receive multiple
consultations and, where possible, a farm visit.

Enquiries by FY
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The graph above shows the volume of enquiries from new clients, and also any enquiries
received from clients who have registered with us in a previous financial year period. This
does not show the number of enquiries within any of the given 12-month periods, which
can be numerous, but it shows that we are engaging with pre-existing clients more than
ever before. This is in large part due to our new database which makes searching for clients
based on their search criteria more efficient but also provides reminders to follow-up with
clients at regular intervals. This helps to prevent unmatched clients from feeling forgotten
and keep longer-term Seekers in the forefront of advisors’ minds.

8
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Regions

The most popular region with farming seekers? overall has proved to be Lothian and
Borders, with a mere 1% of our farming Seekers looking for opportunities in the Orkney &
Shetland region. The Provider data follows a similar trend, albeit in much smaller numbers.

Regions selected, overall
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The figures for 2024-25 followed a somewhat similar trend, other than a spike in Provider
enquiries from the North-East region, and East Central being the only region with no new
Provider enquiries at all.

Seeker and Provider selected regions 2024-25
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2 These figures represent only those seekers who have completed our online registration form and selected a
specific region. Some seekers select ‘all regions’ and some select none. Others may contact us by telephone,
email, use the contact form on our website or respond to an advertised opportunity, and therefore do not
feature in the graphs showing regional data.
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It is difficult to know how much of the lack of Provider enquiries in some regions is due to
lack of awareness of the service. There is undoubtedly work to be done in terms of
promoting and publicising SLMS, despite our best efforts, as we regularly come across
people active in the sector who are not aware of us.

Enquiries vs Opportunities

It is important to note, that a ‘Provider Enquiry’ does not equate to an opportunity offered.
In fact, in many cases these enquiries are more about seeking advice and talking through
options ahead of deciding how to proceed.

Provider enquiries - How they unfold
40
35

30

25

2

1

1
0

2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

o

&}

o

o1

H Facilitated ®Inactive/Archived ®OnHold ®Matched ®Unmatched/Active

On average, less than a third of the total Provider enquiries received develop into
matchable opportunities.

Facilitations, on the other hand, which account for just over half of all Provider enquiries,
describe an often-lengthy process of correspondence and farm visits which serves to build
a relationship with any potential Provider.

In most cases, the database will be searched for potentially suitable candidates.
Introductions may even be made which ultimately prove unsuccessful for a multitude of
reasons. If the farmer decides to pursue another avenue, but we have spent time with them
in arriving at that decision, we will mark the case as facilitated. This can be a time-consuming
process where we have provided a valuable service. It has been known for facilitated cases
to come back to us later and be successfully matched.

These are important considerations when evaluating our service. Our work is more
impactful than the number of cases successfully matched.

10
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Provider Opportunities Matched in 2024-25

The locations of Provider opportunities matched in 2024-25 are as follows:

Region No. of Matches
Lothian & Borders 2
East Central 1
North-East 2
Dumfries & Galloway 3
Highlands 1
Ayrshire 2
Orkney & Shetland 1

Forth & Clyde and Argyll & the Western Isles were the only regions with no matches.

Of the 12 Providers matched; 7 first registered with us in 2024-25, 4 registered in 2023-24
and 1 registered in 2022-23. This demonstrates that while some arrangements are relatively
straightforward and matches found relatively readily, others take a bit more time and
patience to get right.

Of these 12; 6 were livestock enterprises, 3 mixed enterprises, 2 horticulture enterprises

and 1 dairy.
Enterprise Type
Seekers - Enterprise type 2024-25
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As with previous years, livestock, mixed and dairy enterprises dominate the opportunities
sought. Livestock and mixed enterprises are also among the most commonly associated
with Provider enquiries. 2024-25 has seen some excellent market garden opportunities
offered, however despite some enquiries, most have proved difficult to find suitable
matches for.

[l
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Agreement Type

In 2024-25, as with all previous years, both Seekers and Providers leaned heavily towards
contract farming agreements as their preferred agreement type. However, unlike previous
years, Seekers were increasingly looking for the long-term security offered by shared
farming and tenancy agreements.

Agreement type and Length, overall
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Conclusion

Farming is entering a new era with challenges in terms of Inheritance Tax, changes to
support systems, other land use options. For any potential new or developing entrants the
challenges still remain the same - difficulty in getting access to land and access to capital.
The access to capital is even more pronounced at the moment as the value of livestock
across the board is at record levels. This represents a significant barrier as the majority of
enquiries come from those looking for opportunities involving livestock. That is why the
contract / joint venture option can be so attractive.

That also applies to those offering an opportunity, many of whom are not looking to go out
completely but looking for change that offers more option in terms of lifestyle and
wellbeing. We cannot underestimate the value of support and enthusiasm of a joint venture
partner alongside the experience and mentoring of an established farmer. Our experience
tells us that communication, building trust and flexibility are key to a successful “match”.

12
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Crofting

During 2024-25 the Crofting portal received:

e 315 new Seeker enquiries
e 5 new Provider enquiries

Overall, since July 2023 the Crofting portal has received a total of:

e 548 Seeker enquiries
e 7 Provider enquiries
e 5 general enquiries

Of these:

e 2 individuals have been Matched?
e 165 Seekers are classified as Inactive (see below).
e 4 Seeker and 5 general enquiries have been classified as ‘Facilitated..

e 4 Provider enquiries were crofts for sale on the open market and have been
advertised and promoted by the service. We are not actively seeking a
match for these cases, so they have been classified as ‘Facilitated".

Leaving a total of:

e 378 Seeker and 2 Provider enquiries Active & Unmatched on our database
on 31t March 2025.

3 Please see Appendix 1for client status definitions.

13
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The Crofting Portal

2024-25 marks the first full financial year since the launch of the Crofting portal. As can be
seen in the figures above, Seeker enquiries have rolled in at a steady pace demonstrating a
healthy demand from individuals, couples, and families throughout Scotland and beyond
who are seeking the opportunity to croft.

Provider enquiries proved largely elusive until recently. We have now been approached by
four individuals to promote their crofts for sale on the open market, which we do via our
website, social media and via email to relevant seekers.

The Registration Process

The crofting registration process had originally been the same as the farming portal. After
completing the online registration form each Seeker received a phone call to gather further
information and tell them a bit about the service. After 6 months and 190 registrations, it
became clear that this process was unsustainable. A significant number of registrants
required multiple attempts at contact or were uncontactable and therefore removed from
the ‘active’ list of Seekers. A significant amount of advisor time was occupied with courtesy
calls which restricted the time available for farming enquiries.

In February 2024 we trialled an online form which was sent to Seekers upon registration,
allowing them to fill in details on experience, preferred location etc. in their own words and
in their own time. They each receive two email reminders to complete the form. After
completion, they receive a further email giving more detail about the service, managing
expectations regarding crofting availability, and directing them to the Crofting Commission
website for further information. This is not an automated process and is managed by our
administrator. Anyone wishing further information or clarification is encouraged to reach
out.

This has been a success. We still have registrants who, for whatever reason, do not come
back to us with further information and are therefore not added to our active list of Seekers,
butthe overall proportion is reduced. More importantly advisor time can be more efficiently
utilised on engaging Providers and making matches.

The data below reflects only the information relating to our active clients and will notinclude
those marked inactive or archived unless explicitly stated.

As we only have two active Providers, the data below will focus mainly on Crofting Seekers.

14
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West Mainland and Argyll & Na h-Eileanan Siar remain the most popular regions selected
by Seekers. East mainland and Skye are also sought-after while the Outer Hebrides and
Shetland are less-so.
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Almost half of the total number people looking for a croft in East Mainland are already
resident there. See the table below for a breakdown of all the regions.

Region % of seekers resident
East Mainland 46%
West Mainland 18%
Argyll & Isles 20%
Skye 13%
Orkney, Caithness, Farr & Tongue 20%
Lewis & Harris 31%
Uist, Benbecula & Barra 12%
Shetland 23%

Just 7% of those residing in crofting regions, 2.6% of all crofting Seekers, are currently
active crofters.

Current crofters

5
4
3
2
0

East West Skye Orkney, Uist, Shetland Outwith

Mainland Mainland Caithness, Benbecula & crofting

Farr & Barra regions

Tongue

Of those already resident in crofting regions, Shetland has the highest number of existing
crofters seeking access to more croft land. However, despite a third of those seeking a croft
in Lewis & Harris being already resident on the islands, none of them are currently crofters.

16
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Crofting Activities

The most popular activity selected by crofting Seekers by a significant margin, is
horticulture. Forestry and conservation also figure highly, as does keeping sheep.

Activities selected by Seekers
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Experience Level

Based on the information provided in the follow up call or in the online form, we assign an
experience category to each Seeker. The criterion for this determination is as follows:

High - Suitably experienced that they have the skills to hit the ground running with no
support.

Moderate - Some experience but may require some additional support to get up and
running.

Low - Little or no practical experience. Would require some time and support to get up
and running on a croft.

*Please note that this is a general assessment of experience level based on information
provided, and not a judgement on potential capability.
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Experience level of Seekers

m High = Moderate = Low

58% of Seekers have moderate to high levels of experience and skills relating to crofting
activities and would be able to get up and running with little or no additional help. 42% are
in such a position where they may need to undertake some skills-based training in the early
days of taking on a croft.

Agreement Type and Duration

Preferred arrangement type and length
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As with the farming data, Crofting Seekers are demonstrating a preference for longer term
agreements, and while many are inclined towards the security of assignation, the majority
are open to whatever options are available.

18
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Capital purchase

Capital purchase

HYes mNo H Maybe

We have recorded a significant number of Seekers who have indicated that they are, or may
be, in a position to consider the capital purchase of a croft. If we are asked to promote a
croft for sale, these Seekers receive a notification if the croft matches their selected criteria.

Conclusion

Since the launch of forms specifically aimed at crofting the response has been remarkable.
Whilst some of the enquiries may be more about lifestyle it has been really encouraging to
see the number of young people seeking opportunities to get their first start in their local
area. We continue to work with the Crofting Commission to explore options to encourage
more opportunities to be made available.

19
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Promotion & Collaborative Working

SLMS has carried out a significant amount of promotional work in 2024-25. We have
attended summer shows and various events both to raise awareness of SLMS and engage
with the agricultural community face-to-face. We have also launched SLMS accounts on
Facebook and Instagram where we engage with larger numbers and promote news of our
available opportunities.

lan has taken participated in two FAS podcasts; Crofting Matters and Thrill of the Hill which
have allowed us to reach new audiences.

In 2024 SLMS had new Farming and Crofting leaflets designed and printed for distribution
at summer shows. These have since also been circulated for display in SAC offices, SGRPID
offices and auction marts across the country, alongside our new posters in 2025. Crofting
leaflets were also shared with the Crofting Commission for distribution in mailers, at events
and in their offices.
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A significant amount of internal promotion has occurred within SAC this year to target
retiring farmers or those with potential opportunities to offer while they visit offices to
complete their SAF forms. This has been a very useful awareness raising drive and one
which we are already seeing some increased Provider engagement from.

A collaboration with SAC in 2024 culminated in a successful match in the Highlands. Jack
Munro of SAC Stirling had this to say:

“The Scottish Land Matching Service (SLMS) played a vital role in securing the right
candidate for a 10-year contract farming agreement. Many farms face similar situations,
where personal factors make public advertising inappropriate, yet privately sourcing
collaborative opportunities (especially within the agricultural community) can be extremely
challenging. SLMS provided complete discretion and access to a wide network of carefully
vetted contacts, enabling us to find the ideal person quickly and confidently. Their
involvement made the whole process faster, more professional, and highly cost-effective.
Thanks to the privacy, time savings, and value they deliver, we will continue to rely on and
support SLMS in the future.”

20
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We further continue to work alongside the Crofting Commission to increase the availability
of crofting opportunities where possible through the Vacant Croft Project and greater levels
of enforcement of crofter’s duties. We are also beginning to see some early signs of Provider
engagement resulting from this work, which is fantastic.

Other collaborative working includes the promotion of Forestry and Land Scotland’s starter
grazing units to new entrants on our social media channels.

Testimonials

Our updated systems and increased client follow-ups have allowed us to gather some
wonderful feedback and testimonials on the service we provide. Some highlights are
listed below:

66

The whole process was immensely efficient and
made all the easier because SLMS fully
understood my requirements from the outset and
supported me throughout the selection process 9 9

‘ ‘ The matching process in my case was very straight forward. The meeting was facilitated by
lan Davidson and was just a friendly chat around the kitchen table with the farm owner at the
end of May. It was only the first meeting with lan involved after that there were a few meetings
with the farm owner and his land agent to go over budgets before we took the contract on
in the October.

[SLMS is] a great friendly service where 2 opportunities for me have arisen. | recommend to
other people as a lot of people have never heard of SLMS before. , ,

GG A fantastic resource as a landowner looking
to encourage fresh energy, experience and
entrepreneurial spirit onto the farm.

Really helpful and knowledgeable team who
genuinely want to find a match, whilst
understanding the concerns and pitfalls
regarding finding a poor match.

| felt very comfortable with the whole process 09

21



Egg:]glilfATClHNG 2024_25
@® sERvICE

Demographic data

The online registration forms were updated on 18/06/24 to include demographic
information at the point of enquiry via our online forms. Therefore, the figures contained
here will include details from every enquiry, even if they subsequently go on to become
archived or inactive, unlike the figures on the pages above which only contain details of
active Seekers and Providers.

Much of this information is not held for registrations prior to the forms being updated, or
from individuals who did not complete the online registration forms, so the data is
understandably sparse, but will improve over time.

Gender
Farmers Crofters
Seekers Providers Seekers Providers
Male 88 21 287 6
Female 43 14 248 1
Non-binary - - 1 -
Transgender - - 2 -
Prefer not to say 2 - 4 -
Registering as...
Farmers Crofters
Seekers Providers Seekers Providers
A Couple 35 8 277 3
An Individual 24 6 159 3
A Company/Charity 1 2 - -
Prefer not to say 2 2 5 -
Age Group
Farmers Crofters
Seekers Providers Seekers Providers
Under 18 - - 2 -
18-24 4 - 12 -
25-34 27 - 69 -
35-44 12 1 86 -
45-54 7 1 49 -
55-64 3 5 29 1
65+ - 1 6 1
Prefer not to say - 2 3 -
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Children at home

V4

This question is phrased “If you have children at home, are they...” and is the only
demographic question that registrants can choose not to answer. If they don't answer, it
could be because they don't have children, because their children have left home, or
because they don't wish to share this information.

Farmers Crofters
Seekers Providers Seekers Providers
Pre-school age 10 - 45 -
Primary school age 6 - 70 -
High school age 7 - 52 -
No longer at school 6 4 34 1
Prefer not to say 4 1 3 -
Not answered 20 4 279 6
Ethnicity
Farmers Crofters
Seekers Providers Seekers Providers
White British 45 11 202 5
White other 3 1 21 2
Black 1 - - -
Black British - - 1 -
Black Brazilian - - 1 -
African 1 - - -
Asian or Asian British 1 - 2 -
Mixed or Multiple
Ethnic Groups 1 - 3 -
Other Ethnic Group - - - -
Prefer not to say - - 13 -
Disability
Farmers Crofters
Seekers Providers Seekers Providers
Yes 1 - 22 2
No 44 8 189 2
Prefer not to say 1 - 13 -

23
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APPENDIX 1

A Description of Client Categories

Upon initial contact, a clients’ details are added to our database and assigned to an advisor
to make contact. At this stage they are assigned an "Active’ status.

Active - Active engagements. From first client contact while further information is being
actively gathered. Or any registered client who requires active engagement.

The client is then contacted for further information (by email and telephone call for farmers
or online form for crofters). Following this process clients are marked ‘Unmatched".

Unmatched - This applies to anyone whose details are held on the database awaiting a
match.

The ‘Active’ and ‘Unmatched’ categories form our active database of seekers and providers.

Facilitated - Any enquiry where advice is dispensed, crofters who we've promoted an open
market advert for, or clients signposted to other services etc. This can include succession
planning. Someone we have helped in some way and who needs no more from us.

Matched - Any client from our database who we introduced to another party and facilitated
an agreement with.

Inactive - Any client who was not contactable by email or telephone, or who does not return
the online form after 2 reminders is set to ‘Inactive’ and does not factor in our active
numbers of seekers or providers. If they come back to us later this can be changed.

Archived - A seeker or provider who does not wish to pursue an agreement but whom we
were not able to help or whom we did not have a much engagement with.
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