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First launched in 2017, Sectoral Skills Assessments 

(SSAs) provide a robust and consistent evidence 

base to support strategic skills investment planning. 

Skills Development Scotland (SDS) has worked with 

key partners and stakeholders to produce SSAs, 

ensuring an inclusive approach to their development, 

dissemination and utilisation. 

SSAs include published datasets. Inevitably, when 

using published data there is a time lag, but the data 

contained is the most up-to-date available at the time 

of writing. SSAs also include forecast data 

commissioned through Oxford Economics. 

The Technical Note1 provides full detail on the 

caveats that must be applied when using forecast 

data, but broadly, it should be noted that:

• Forecasts are based on what we know now and 

include past and present trends projected into the 

future. 

• The more disaggregated they become, especially 

at smaller geographical units, the less reliable they 

are likely to be. 

• Their value is in identifying likely directions of 

travel rather than predicting exact figures.

• The forecasts do not account for national or 

sectoral activities, initiatives or investments that 

are planned.

Industries and occupations used in the SSAs are 

defined by Standard Industrial Classifications (SIC)2 

and Standard Occupational Classifications (SOC).3

Throughout this report, Scotland is used as the 

comparator to provide context for sector-specific 

data. The Scotland figure represents the aggregate 

across all industries combined.

This SSA report is for the Food and Drink Primary 

Production sector. The sector includes Crop and 

Animal Production, Hunting and Related Service 

Activities, and Fishing and Aquaculture. Please see 

Appendix 1 for the SIC definition used in this report.

The SSAs are part of a suite of Labour Market Insight 

publications by SDS. Other products in the suite 

include:

Regional Skills Assessments provide a 

coherent, consistent evidence base to inform 

future investment in skills, built up from 

existing datasets and forecasts for College 

regions, Rural Scotland and all City and 

Growth Deal regions. These are published 

annually.

Scotland’s Labour Market Drivers report 

provides an overview of the drivers expected 

to have the greatest influence on Scotland’s 

labour market outlook. It is updated annually.

The Data Matrix is an interactive tool, offering 

more detailed data from a variety of sources in 

a visually engaging format. It is updated 

frequently.

Alongside the suite of Labour Market Insight 

publications, SDS also produces a wide range of 

reports such as statistics on Modern Apprenticeships 

and the Annual Participation Measure for 16-19 year 

olds. This includes a wide range of data related to 

equalities. Further information can be found on the 

Publications and Statistics section of the SDS 

website.

1. SSA Technical Note (2026).

2. Office for National Statistics UK Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) 

2007. 

3. Office for National Statistics UK Standard Occupational Classification 

(SOC) 2020.

Sectoral Skills Assessments

The forecasts used in this Sectoral

Skills Assessment are policy and 

investment neutral.

They represent a baseline but don’t reflect 

investment or policy that is unconfirmed. 

Readers are encouraged to use them in 

conjunction with other sources alongside their own 
sectoral knowledge.

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning/regional-skills-assessments/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning/regional-skills-assessments?_gl=1*221l51*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTk3NTg1MTQzNC4xNzkxNDY2Nzcx*_ga_2CRJE0HKFQ*czE3OTE0Njg5NTAkbzIkZzAkdDE3OTE0Njg5NTAkajYwJGwwJGgw
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning/regional-skills-assessments?_gl=1*221l51*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTk3NTg1MTQzNC4xNzkxNDY2Nzcx*_ga_2CRJE0HKFQ*czE3OTE0Njg5NTAkbzIkZzAkdDE3OTE0Njg5NTAkajYwJGwwJGgw
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning/regional-skills-assessments?_gl=1*221l51*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTk3NTg1MTQzNC4xNzkxNDY2Nzcx*_ga_2CRJE0HKFQ*czE3OTE0Njg5NTAkbzIkZzAkdDE3OTE0Njg5NTAkajYwJGwwJGgw
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning/data-matrix
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/publications-statistics/publications/?page=1&order=date-desc


The Context for Scotland’s Labour Market1

Scotland’s labour market continues to evolve against a backdrop of subdued economic growth and global uncertainty. Although ongoing conflicts, disruption 

to energy markets, demographic change, and persistent barriers to employment continue to pose challenges, the Scottish economy has demonstrated 

resilience. Technology and the transition to net zero are also reshaping jobs and skills needs, creating opportunities for growth and innovation. This section 

explores these interconnected drivers and their implications for Scotland’s labour market and skills system.

Read the full report on Scotland’s Labour Market Drivers here. 

The Economy Demographic Change Inclusion and Equality
Technology and 

Automation

Climate Change and Net 

Zero

Scotland’s economy grew by 

1.4% in 2025. Growth is 

forecast to remain modest, the 

labour market shows signs of 

loosening, and ongoing 

geopolitical uncertainty and 

rising energy prices may 

intensify inflationary and cost-

of-living pressures. However, 

against this challenging 

backdrop, the potential 

productivity benefits of new 

technologies, alongside 

investment opportunities 

linked to Scotland’s natural 

capital and energy transition, 

could support future 

economic growth.

 

Scotland’s population reached a 

record 5.55 million in mid-2025, 

with growth largely driven by 

migration. The population is 

also ageing, with around 21.0% 

aged 65 or over in mid-2025, 

compared to 16.3% in 2005. 

Demographic trends vary 

across Scotland, but, overall, 

are expected to increase 

pressure on labour supply, 

particularly in sectors like health 

and social care. Migration is 

likely to remain important in 

sustaining Scotland’s 

workforce, meaning changes to 

UK immigration policy could 

have implications for 

the availability of 

skills and labour

in Scotland.

Improving access to fair work 

and reducing inequality remain 

Scottish Government priorities. 

Poor health and disability 

continue to limit labour market 

participation, while childcare 

costs and limited access to 

flexible and secure employment 

create barriers for parents and 

carers, particularly women. 

Poverty and housing insecurity 

compound these challenges, 

and employment access varies 

across Scotland. Tackling these 

barriers could help more people 

enter and remain in good-

quality work, reducing 

poverty while 

supporting the 

economy.

Artificial intelligence (AI) and 

automation are reshaping jobs 

and skills needs, as well as 

recruitment practices. Scottish 

businesses are increasingly 

adopting AI, but the longer-term 

effects on employment and 

productivity remain uncertain. 

Automation is expected to 

change tasks within jobs, 

increasing demand for digital, 

analytical and interpersonal 

skills. Supporting workers to 

adapt and have the skills 

required will be important. 

Scotland’s AI Strategy supports 

responsible adoption and helps 

prepare the workforce

for these changes. 

The transition to net zero will 

remain a driver of 

employment, skills demand 

and economic growth. 

Scotland’s extensive 

renewable energy resources, 

a growing net zero economy, 

and a pipeline of planned 

energy investment offer 

opportunities for job creation. 

Challenges, such as declining 

oil and gas employment and 

skills availability, also exist. 

Upskilling and support will be 

important to help workers 

access new opportunities 

and meet employers’ 

changing 

needs.

1. Sources and data correct as of October 2026. Please see the full Scotland’s Labour Market Drivers report for detailed references.

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/n5igv3fp/scotlands-labour-market-drivers.pdf


Sectoral Insight1

Sectoral insight is essential to show how planned 

investments, developments and emerging 

opportunities could shape future skills demand. 

It is important that this and other sectoral 

knowledge is considered alongside the forecasts 

included in this report, which are policy neutral 

and neutral to planned investment.

Scotland’s Food and Drink Primary Production sector 

is an important source of national GVA and 

employment, driven by high-value exports such as 

seafood (including Scottish salmon). 

Evidence shows primary producers also play a critical 

local anchor role, contributing to the economic and 

social fabric of rural communities. A recent AECOM 

study suggests that “salmon farming could help 

remote and island communities remain economically 

and socially resilient.”

Workforce and skills activity in the sector is shaped 

by the Rural Support Plan 2026 - 2031 (RSP), the 

Land-Based Learning Review, the refreshed Food 

and Drink Skills Action Plan 2025 and the refreshed 

Scotland Food & Drink Industry Strategy.

The RSP outlines over £771m of agricultural and 

rural support funding, with around 70% delivered 

directly to farmers and crofters. It aims to provide 

long-term certainty while supporting sustainable food

production, climate adaptation, biodiversity, business 

resilience and skills. 

Despite investment and policy support, the sector 

faces significant challenges from climate change, 

tariffs, rising costs and geopolitics. Workforce 

challenges persist in recruitment difficulties, an 

ageing workforce, negative career perceptions and 

tight labour supply, particularly in rural communities.

Emerging skills needs in the sector include 

sustainable and regenerative agriculture, 

environmental monitoring, carbon accounting, 

biodiversity management, fish health, precision 

farming, data analysis and agricultural technology. 

Employers report shortages in engineering, practical 

technical skills, leadership and management 

capability, and multi-skilled workers able to operate 

across disciplines.

Net zero is increasing demand for skills in carbon 

management, climate adaptation, natural capital 

assessment, habitat restoration, peatland 

management and sustainable land management. 

Environmental considerations are becoming 

embedded in core business operations rather than 

viewed as specialist activities. Existing occupations 

including farmers, crofters, farm managers and 

aquaculture workers increasingly require upskilling in 

environmental performance, biodiversity 

enhancement and climate resilience.

Digital transformation is also increasingly important. 

Employers seek skills in precision agriculture, 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS), remote 

sensing, digital record keeping, environmental 

monitoring systems, data interpretation and farm 

management software. Digital competence is 

becoming a core requirement across many sector 

occupations.

The 2030 Beef Sector Strategy illustrates the value of 

upskilling, stressing that “from a farming perspective, 

it is essential to adopt research, technology and 

innovation” so farmers, crofters and producers have 

the confidence and skills to maximise efficiency and 

productivity and develop their workforce.

Over the next 3-5 years, workforce demand is likely 

to be shaped by replacement demand, technological 

adoption, climate commitments and agricultural 

reform. Demand is expected to grow for agricultural 

and aquaculture technicians, environmental 

specialists, farm managers, agricultural engineers, 

data specialists and sustainability advisors.

Relevant upskilling is offered by numerous providers, 

at various levels. Lantra Scotland offers a range of 

training funds supporting activity in the sector, 

including the Next Generation Practical Training 

Fund, Women in Agriculture Training Fund and Small 

Producers Practical Training Fund.

1. Insight for the sector gathered by Skills Development Scotland (2026).

https://www.fishfarmingexpert.com/aecom-rural-communities-salmon-farming/salmon-farming-anchors-many-rural-communities-survey-concludes/2165171
https://www.fishfarmingexpert.com/aecom-rural-communities-salmon-farming/salmon-farming-anchors-many-rural-communities-survey-concludes/2165171
https://www.ruralpayments.org/topics/agricultural-reform-programme/rural-support-plan/
https://www.ruralpayments.org/topics/agricultural-reform-programme/rural-support-plan/
https://www.ruralpayments.org/topics/agricultural-reform-programme/rural-support-plan/
https://lantra.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/reviews-commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers-1.pdf
https://lantra.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/reviews-commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers-1.pdf
https://lantra.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/reviews-commission-land-based-learning-review-report-scottish-ministers-1.pdf
https://foodanddrink.scot/helping-business/other-resources/publications/food-and-drink-skills-action-plan-2025/
https://foodanddrink.scot/helping-business/other-resources/publications/food-and-drink-skills-action-plan-2025/
https://foodanddrink.scot/our-industry/industry-strategy/
https://qmscotland.co.uk/raising-awareness/industry-policy-strategy/2030-beef-sector-strategy
https://lantra.co.uk/scotland/scotland-training-funds/#next-generation-fund


In 2026, GVA in the Food and Drink Primary Production sector was estimated to be £2,853m, 

generating 1.5% of Scotland's total economic output. Between 2016 and 2026, GVA in the sector 

was estimated to have increased by 1.7% on average each year, compared to equivalent annual 

growth of 0.9% across Scotland.

Looking ahead, GVA in Food and Drink Primary Production is forecast to grow on average by 

1.2% each year between 2026 and 2036, which is slightly below Scotland’s average (1.4%). In 

2036, the sector is forecast to account for 1.5% of Scotland's total economic output.

Gross Value Added (GVA, £m) (2016-2036)1, 2 Productivity (GVA per job) 1, 3

The Economy

1. SDS (2026). Oxford Economics Forecasts.

2. GVA is the measure of the value of goods and services produced within 

the economy and is an indicator of the sector’s health.

.

3. Productivity is the measure of goods and services produced per unit of 

labour input. The Oxford Economics forecasts of productivity shown here

have been calculated by dividing total sector GVA by total sector

employment (measured by jobs). 



Current Demand 

Workforce Qualifications, 20261

It was estimated that Food and Drink Primary Production had a lower 

proportion of the workforce educated to SCQF Level 6 and above, and a 

higher proportion educated to SCQF Levels 5 and below compared to 

Scotland.2  

1. SDS (2026). Oxford Economics Forecasts.

2. See SCQF Framework for further information on SCQF qualification 

levels.

3. See CascotWeb for examples of job titles linked to these occupation 

classifications. 

.

Employment by Region (people), 20261

Top 10 Employing Occupations (people), 20261,3

1

https://scqf.org.uk/about-the-framework/interactive-framework/
https://cascotweb.warwick.ac.uk/#/classification/soc2020


Current Demand

*Includes the following frameworks: Agriculture, Aquaculture, Aquaculture Management Technical 

Apprenticeship, Aquaculture Production, Game & Wildlife Management, and Rural Skills.

Modern Apprenticeships4

Real Living Wage and Gender Pay Gap3

MA starts for Food and Drink Primary 

Production*:

Q4 2024/25: 196 Q4 2025/26: 152  

MAs in training for Food and Drink Primary 

Production*:

Q4 2024/25: 227             Q4 2025/26: 195 

Gender Pay Gap for median full-time hourly earnings: 

Due to data availability, a ‘best fit SIC code approach’ has been used, so sector definitions here may 

not fully match key sector definitions. 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

Data not available

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

2024: Data not available   2025: -4.8% 

Individuals earning Real Living Wage or more: 

All sectors

2024: 88.5%                   2025: 88.7%

Scotland

2024: 2.0%                     2025: 3.5%

In April 2025, the real living wage rate for employees who did not work in 

London was £12.60.

1. SDS (2026). Oxford Economics Forecasts.

2. The proportion of the workforce in the Local Authority employed in the 

sector is calculated by dividing the sectoral employment in the area by total 

employment in the area.

3. Scottish Government, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (2025). 

Due to data availability, a ‘best fit SIC code approach’ has been used, so the 

sectoral definitions and totals in this section may vary from those we have 

used elsewhere.

4. SDS (2026). Modern Apprenticeship Statistics. 

The proportion of Local Authorities’ workforce employed in Food 

and Drink Primary Production, 20261, 2 

0.0       7.6

% share of employment 

For data on FAs and GAs please see the Publications section of our website. For data on colleges and 

universities please see Scottish Funding Council and Higher Education Statistics Agency.

For the latest 

quarterly MA 

statistics, please 

click here.

https://onsdigital.github.io/dp-classification-tools/standard-industrial-classification/ONS_SIC_hierarchy_view.html
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/publications-statistics/statistics/?page=1
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/publications-statistics/statistics/modern-apprenticeships?_gl=1*lsyr07*_up*MQ..*_ga*OTg5NjI1NTA3LjE3NTAxNjYxNzA.*_ga_2CRJE0HKFQ*czE3NTAxNjYxNjgkbzEkZzEkdDE3NTAxNjYxNzEkajU3JGwwJGgw


Online job postings data provides a useful barometer for the health of the jobs 

market, real-time employer demand and can indicate changing skills demands. 

It is important to note that the data does not capture all activity, so it should be 

considered as an estimate only.

Between July 2025 and June 2026, there were 570,700 job postings in 

Scotland across all sectors. Overall, job posting activity has cooled following a 

peak in 2022. 

Between July 2025 and June 2026, there were 1,200 job postings in Food and 

Drink Primary Production. The number of job postings has increased by 10.4% 

compared to the period between July 2024 and June 2025 (12.1% increase 

across all occupations comparatively).

Job Postings1,2 

1. Lightcast 2026. 

2. Job postings are rounded to the nearest 10 or 100. Figures may not sum 

due to rounding.

3. Please note, the data provided is for SIC 01 (Crop and Animal 

Production, Hunting and Related Service Activities) and SIC 03 (Fishing 

and Aquaculture) for the whole of Scotland. Median salary based on 44% 

of records that contain salary information.

Job Postings in Food and Drink Primary 

Production3

Top locations between July 2025 and June 2026 were:

Highland

120 job postings

City of Edinburgh

100 job postings

Fife

90 job postings

Aberdeen City

90 job postings

Perth and Kinross

90 job postings

Glasgow City

70 job postings
Median real-time advertised salary July 2025 – June 2026: 

£29,200

Top job postings between July 2025 and June 2026 included:

Specialised skills and knowledge requested (July 2025 - June 

2026) included:

Farm Workers

Cleaners and Domestics

Transport and Distribution 

Clerks and Assistants

Large Goods Vehicle Drivers

Assemblers and Routine 

Operatives

Warehouse Operatives

Machinery

Aquaculture

Continuous Improvement 

Process

  

Forklift Truck

Animal Husbandry Warehousing



In the mid-term (2026-2029), the number of people in 

employment is forecast to decline by 0.8% (-200 

people) in the Food and Drink Primary Production 

sector. This is in contrast with the growth that is forecast 

overall across Scotland where employment is 

anticipated to rise by 1.4% (37,500 people).

By 2029, the regions forecast to have the greatest level 

of sectoral employment are the Highlands and Islands 

and the South of Scotland, the same as in 2026. 

Between 2026 and 2029, the sector is forecast to see 

the greatest growth in Corporate Managers and 

Directors (100 people) and Other Managers and 

Proprietors (100 people).

Forecasts for the mid-term (2026-2029) suggest there 

could be demand for 4,300 people in the sector, as a 

result of the need to replace workers leaving the 

labour market. 

Top 10 Employing Occupations (people), 20291

Total Requirement1,2

Workforce (people), 20291

Future Demand: Mid-term (2026-2029)1

1. SDS (2026). Oxford Economics Forecasts.

2. Total requirement for people is made up of expansion and replacement demand.

The expansion demand is the number of people required as a result of economic growth or contraction.

The replacement demand is the number of people required to replace workers leaving the labour market (i.e. those 

who retire, move away or change jobs). Please note, figures are rounded to the nearest 100 and as a result totals 

may not equal the sum of the constituent parts.



Employment in the Food and Drink Primary 

Production sector is forecast to remain broadly the 

same over the long-term (2029-2036). This is in contrast 

with the growth that is forecast overall across Scotland 

where employment is anticipated to rise by 1.8% 

(48,300 people).

By 2036, the regions forecast to have the greatest level 

of sectoral employment are the Highlands and Islands 

and the South of Scotland. Between 2029 and 2036, 

the greatest growth is forecast to be in Other Managers 

and Proprietors (400 people) and Corporate 

Managers and Directors (200 people).

Forecasts for the long-term (2029-2036) estimate that 

10,600 people could be required in the sector. This will 

be driven by the need to replace workers leaving the 

labour market. 

Top 10 Employing Occupations (people), 20361

Total Requirement1,2

Workforce (people), 20361

Future Demand: Long-term (2029-2036)1

1. SDS (2026). Oxford Economics Forecasts.

2. Total requirement for people is made up of expansion and replacement demand.

The expansion demand is the number of people required as a result of economic growth or contraction.

The replacement demand is the number of people required to replace workers leaving the labour market (i.e. those 

who retire, move away or change jobs). Please note, figures are rounded to the nearest 100 and as a result totals 

may not equal the sum of the constituent parts.



Appendix 1: Food and Drink Primary Production Sector Definition (SIC 2007)

SIC Name

01 Crop and animal production, hunting and related service activities

03 Fishing and aquaculture



We value user feedback on the Sectoral Skills Assessments. If you’d like to provide feedback, you can do so here. 
Or, for any further information or queries on the SSAs or any of our other products, please contact: RSA@sds.co.uk

https://forms.cloud.microsoft/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=R23KM09edEeE8Wlsu1CMvtqFKR65m_VHp-AjyB1S371UNUozWEhEMDRCRzg4WTZOWks3SEY5TlBZTy4u&route=shorturl
mailto:RSA@sds.co.uk
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