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Foreword by Lord de Mauley 

Three years ago, Government published the Natural 
Environment White Paper The Natural Choice ï the 
first for 20 years.  Informed and inspired by Sir John 
Lawtonôs report, Making Space for Nature, and the UK 
National Ecosystem Assessment, it set out a bold 
vision for well-connected habitats and a resilient 
natural environment that provides vital services for our 
economic prosperity and social wellbeing.   
 
Our Biodiversity 2020 strategy is a key part of our 
plans to deliver that vision.  At its heart was the need 
to take a wider, landscape scale approach to 
managing our natural environment. We wanted to 
explore how that could work in practice and needed to 
find some partnerships of outstanding people with the 
ideas, energy and commitment to help us. 

 
Englandôs first twelve Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) are those landscapes and 
partnerships of people who rose to that challenge. The NIAs are not just about 
connecting habitats, they are about connecting people with their landscapes. This 
will be just as much a part of their legacy as the impacts they have on habitats and 
ecosystems. 
 
Iôm keen that we all learn as much as we can from the experiences and successes of 
the NIAs. This will help to spread this approach more widely and to continue sharing 
the knowledge gained. I welcome this second year report on progress in NIAs, which 
shows just how much has been achieved so far in creating, restoring and connecting 
habitats across the landscape, improving water quality, supporting pollinators, 
engaging communities, and contributing to peopleôs health and quality of life. It 
provides the basis for an evaluation of this new, more integrated approach to 
delivering our objectives for biodiversity in England.  
 
I hope this will also be an inspiration to others to adopt these approaches. 
 

 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for natural environment and science 
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Executive Summary  

Introduction  

The establishment of the Nature Improvement Area (NIA) programme was announced in the Natural 
Environment White Paper (NEWP) ς Natural choice ς securing the value of nature (HM Government, 
2011a).  NIAs are large, discrete areas where a local partnership has a shared vision for their natural 
environment that are intended to deliver a Ψstep changeΩ in nature conservation.  The programme 
takes forward the recommendations of the Lawton review, Making space for nature (Lawton et al., 
2010). 

The NIA M&E Phase 2 project is supporting ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ b9²t ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ мм ά[Defra] will 
capture the learning from NIAs, and review whether further action is needed in planning policy, 
regulation or capacity building, to support their developmentέ.   

The 12 initial Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) aim to provide better places for wildlife, to improve 
the natural environment for people, and to unite local communities, land managers and businesses 
through a shared vision.  They are trying out different approaches.  The variety of landscapes, 
objectives, and partnerships seen across the NIAs reflects this purpose.  A consistent approach for 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) was adopted to assess what works well, and potentially not so 
well, and to take stock overall.  The NIA partnerships are applying several concepts where the 
practical use of science is still developing, for example relating to restoration of habitat connectivity 
and ecosystem services.  This innovative, experimental and developmental work needs to be borne 
in mind when considering the results of this evaluation of the first two years of progress. 

The 12 initial NIA partnerships started work in April 2012 and the Year 2 (2013-14) Progress Report 
follows the Year 1 (2012-13) Progress Report1 which was published in September 2013.  It presents 
an overview of their delivery during two years of operation.  The Year 2 Progress Report also starts 
to consider the potential longer-ǘŜǊƳ ΨƭŜƎŀŎȅΩ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! programme that may be realised 
ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƎǊŀnt funding period.  These impacts will be more fully 
considered by the evaluation at the end of the three years of grant funding and reported towards 
the end of 2015. 

Summary of the  monitoring and evaluation purpose  and process 

The 12 initial NIA partnerships undertake monitoring and evaluation following a framework which 
includes four themes: biodiversity; ecosystem services; social and economic benefits and 
contributions to wellbeing; and partnership working.  The framework enables the NIA partnerships 
to measure the progress towards their objectives.  The framework includes ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
have been adopted by all the NIA partnerships, while the others are optional.  Overall it provides a 
consistent approach across all the NIAs.  The NIA partnerships use an online reporting tool 
specifically developed to record their monitoring data.  The NIA partnerships also report on progress 
quarterly, including financial monitoring and progress against their agreed objectives and outputs. 

The overall approach to the evaluation of the NIA programme draws on guidance in the Magenta 
Book2.  A logic model3 approach was used to provide the overall framework within which the 
evaluation was designed.  The approach is a combination of a process and impact evaluation ς 
focussing on both how the NIA partnerships are delivering their objectives, as well as on what and 
how much they are delivering for biodiversity, ecosystem services and social and economic 
wellbeing.   
                                                                 
1 http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5542385517854720  
2 HM Government (2011) The Magenta Book: Guidance for evaluation. London, HM Treasury. 
3 A ƭƻƎƛŎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ, 
activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts. 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5542385517854720
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In Year 3, the M&E project will include research to further understand the difference the NIA 
partnerships have made over and above what would have happened anyway without their 
introduction.   

Overview of key progress and achieve ments at the end of Year 2 in the 
12 initial NIAs  

Creating more, bigger, better and less fragmented places for wildlife 

ω The NIA partnerships have managed or are currently managing4 a total of 7,451ha to create 
or restore priority habitats; and 11,342ha to maintain or improve priority habitat 
condition. 

ω Actions are also currently planned to create or restore a further 2,889ha of priority habitat; 
and maintain or improve the condition of a further 2,518ha. 

ω In total, actions to restore / create and maintain / improve priority habitat have been 
completed, are ongoing or are planned on 24,200ha, or 4.7%, of the total area of the 12 
initial NIAs. 

ω The NIA partnerships have also reported on actions to create or improve boundary and 
linear priority habitats such as hedgerows and riparian buffers.  A total of 87km of boundary 
and linear priority habitat has been restored or created; and 183km have been managed to 
maintain or improve condition.  Further work is also planned for 18km of boundary and 
linear priority habitat. 

ω The habitat creation and restoration works within the NIAs are helping to improve habitat 
connectivity, addressing the objectives of more, bigger, better joined.  The increase in 
connectivity is difficult to quantify, but NIA partnership research and reporting has added to 
the understanding of how to deliver improved connectivity and how to measure change. 

ω The NIA partnerships have delivered activities to enhance the status5 of focal6 and 
widespread7 species.  NIA partnerships are actively improving data and knowledge of 
species status in their areas through species surveys.   

Enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people 

ω ¢ƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 
of the natural environment; for example four NIA partnerships have reported that a total 
length of 10.5km of public rights of way and permissive paths have been improved or 
created, with access improved to a further 532km.  

ω All the NIA partnerships have designed and delivered activities with the explicit objective of 
providing education and learning benefits.  In the three NIAs that reported on this at the end 
Year 2, a total of 11,739 people had participated in educational visits8. 

ω A total of 24,326 days of volunteer time was reported, with volunteers being engaged in 
activities including habitat improvements and species surveys.  The majority of this time 
(23,791 days) was on types of volunteering also likely to result in health and wellbeing 
benefits. 

                                                                 
4 Note that these figures include actions that are underway and completed. 
5 Note that species status includes both abundance and distribution. 
6 Focal species in this context refers to species of high conservation status that are the focus of actions or sensitive to drivers of change 
that are a specific concern within an NIA. 
7 Widespread species refers to species defined as such and monitored through the relevant English Biodiversity 2020 indicators, see: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/england-biodiversity-indicators  
8 An educational visit is defined as any organised visit to an NIA site or centre (e.g. visitor centre) which has an explicit educational 
objective. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/england-biodiversity-indicators
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ω The NIA partnerships are improving ecosystem services; for example, in the three NIAs that 
reported it, a total of 9,189ha of habitat had been managed to improve water quality9.   

ω Across the seven NIA partnerships that reported it, the proportion of woodlands in active 
management increased by 3% between baseline (2012) and the end of Year 2 (compared to 
a 2% increase nationally over the same period). 

ω The NIA partnerships have been undertaking activities explicitly seeking to deliver local 
economic benefits.  Six NIA partnerships have reported on their approaches to deliver 
economic benefits.  They have used two main approaches: supporting the production and 
exchange of natural products, particularly wood fuel; and place-based marketing focussing 
on the character of the NIA and the natural environment. 

Working with local communities, land managers and businesses 

ω All the NIA partnerships have engaged with their local communities through activities such 
as: organising and participating in events; engaging local people as volunteers; reaching out 
to schools and community groups to provide education and hands-on learning opportunities; 
and encouraging community involvement in decision making. 

ω The NIA partnerships have been working with land managers and businesses and bringing 
different types of organisation together.  NIA partnerships have supported farmers in 
securing Environmental Stewardship funding and implementing sustainable land 
management practices. Businesses are involved as partners in 10 of the NIA partnerships. 

Places of inspiration and innovation 

ω All the NIA partnerships are engaged in activities that are either contributing to research 
or innovation, including through working with universities. 

ω The bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ community engagement and volunteering activities have provided 
opportunities for learning and education as well as knowledge exchange.  All NIA 
partnerships have held events, created websites and developed publicity materials, such as 
newsletters. 

Evaluation of biodiversity outcomes and impacts 

At the end of Year 2 the key messages from the evaluation of outcomes and impacts for biodiversity 
include: 

ω The NIA partnerships are making good progress: 73% of objectives in their funding 
agreements were assessed10 as being on, or ahead of, target; 24% were assessed as not in 
line with original milestones but where satisfactory or good progress had been made; and 
only one objective across all the NIA partnerships was assessed as having no, little or only 
some progress. 

ω Just over 10% of the total extent of priority habitat within all NIAs is subject to new 
management actions by NIA partners under the NIA programme. 

ω Lowland Grassland and Heath is the predominant habitat grouping where new management 
actions by NIA partners under the NIA programme are underway or complete, with nearly 
18% of the total area of these habitats in the NIAs being subject to management.   

ω The NIA partnerships are actively improving data and knowledge of species status in their 
areas through species surveys, and there are numerous examples where NIA partnerships 
have initiated habitat management to meet the needs of species. 

                                                                 
9 This may include habitat also reported as being managed to create, restore, maintain or improve priority habitat. 
10 Note that these assessments were based on a self-assessment of progress by all the NIA partnerships against their own objectives 
reported in their Progress Reports which the evaluation team analyses and categorised according to the progress made towards project 
outcomes and original milestones (see Appendix 2 to the main report for further details on the approach). 
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ω The NIA partnerships have undertaken research, tested approaches and shared experience 
in delivering and measuring habitat connectivity on a landscape scale. 

Evaluation of ecosystem services outcomes and impacts 

At the end of Year 2 the key messages from the evaluation of outcomes and impacts for ecosystem 
services include: 

ω The NIA partnerships are making reasonable progress: 55% of relevant objectives in their 
funding agreements were assessed as being on, or ahead of schedule; the remaining 45% 
were behind ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ΨǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ƻǊ ƎƻƻŘΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΦ 

ω All the NIA partnerships have contributed to improved delivery of ecosystem services.  This 
has been achieved through activities explicitly seeking to achieve this outcome (e.g. 
increased carbon storage / sequestration) as well as an outcome of other activities, such as 
habitat creation and improvement which also affect ecosystem service provision.  The NIA 
partnershipǎΩ activities and projects have improved a range of: 

o cultural services by, for example, enhancing landscape character, increasing access to 
greenspace and facilitating understanding of the natural environment; 

o supporting services by, for example, improving conditions for pollinators; and 

o regulating services by, for example, changing land management to improve water 
quality and increase carbon storage and sequestration, and providing improved flood 
storage capacity and river flow management. 

ω More sustainable agriculture and woodland management practices have delivered 
provisioning services (e.g. food, timber).  This has been achieved by contributing to an 
increase in the proportion of land under Environmental Stewardship and the proportion of 
woodland in active management (note these outcomes cannot be solely attributed to the 
work of NIA partnerships): 

o land under Environmental Stewardship has increased by 10.3% across all the NIAs, 
compared to 7.8% across the whole of England over the period 2012 to 2014; and 

o the proportion of woodlands in active management in the seven NIA partnerships that 
reported it has increased by 3% over the period 2012 to 2014.  Over the same period 
the national (England) indicator for woodland in active management shows an increase 
in the percentage of woodland in active management of 2%. 

Evaluation of social and economic wellbeing outcomes and impacts 

At the end of Year 2 the key messages from the evaluation of outcomes and impacts for social and 
economic wellbeing include: 

ω The NIA partnerships are making progress: 50% of relevant funding agreement objectives 
were assessed as being on, or ahead of schedule; the remaining 50% were behind schedule 
ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ΨǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ƻǊ ƎƻƻŘΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΦ 

ω In all NIAs, NIA partnership activities are resulting in social, economic and wellbeing 
benefits.  It was not possible to provide a detailed assessment of their scale or social 
distribution. 

ω For most NIA partnerships, social and economic wellbeing benefits are considered welcome 
additions to ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ work restoring and creating habitats.  There are likely to 
be under-reported benefits. 

ω All the NIA partnerships are designing and delivering activities that will result in education 
and learning opportunities for children and for adults. 

ω Community engagement activities have led to the development of new social networks, or 
the strengthening of existing ones, mostly as a benefit of volunteering.   
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ω The NIA partnership activities that are delivering spiritual, cultural and aesthetic benefits 
include enhancing a sense of place and artistic enhancements / representations of local 
places. 

ω Six NIA partnerships reported economic benefits, for example through promoting bio-fuel 
markets. 

Evaluation of Inputs and Process  

At the end of Year 2 the key messages from the evaluation of inputs and processes include: 

ω The NIA partnerships are generally on track in terms of delivery: 83% of relevant objectives 
in their funding agreements were assessed as being on, or ahead of schedule; the 
remaining 17% were behind ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ΨǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ƻǊ ƎƻƻŘΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΦ 

ω The NIA partnerships have generated added value11: the original NIA government grant over 
the first two years was just over £4.5 million.  Over the same period NIA partnerships have 
reported a total added value of £15.7 million.  The ratio of added value to the grant funding 
is approximately 3.5, i.e. across the NIA partnerships on average £3.50 of additional value of 
which £2.26 was from non-public sources was generated for each £1.00 of the original NIA 
government grant from Defra and Natural England. 

ω The largest contribution to added value came from NGOs / non-profit organisations (50% - 
£7.8 million).  Public sector organisations (national and local) have contributed a combined 
total of £5.6 million (36%), while the private sector has contributed £732,090 (4%).  The 
remaining contribution came from financial value of the time given by volunteers (9%) and 
the academic sector (1%). 

ω The number of staff employed directly by NIA partnerships is relatively small12.  Staff time 
and help in-kind made up 30% of total added value (equivalent to £4.7million).   

ω Of the total amount of volunteering reported to the end of Year 2 (24,326 days), 88% 
(21,371 days) was under the general unskilled labour category, 8% (1,921 days) was 
specialist skilled trained labour and 2% was specialist services and professional volunteering 
(approximately 500 days in each category). 

ω Based on interviews with the NIA partnerships, the partnerships were assessed as 
functioning well, with clear organisational and management structures in place, working and 
steering groups established and effectively managing challenges that have arisen. 

ω Key benefits of partnership working reported by the NIA partnerships include: working 
towards consistent priorities across organisations that may not have coordinated activities 
before; sharing of data and knowledge; and the ability to reach-out to and involve local 
communities. 

ω Based on interviews with the NIA partnerships, they have reported on the overall benefit of 
the process of monitoring and evaluation, despite some of the challenges. 

ω There is evidence of research activity and innovation across all the NIA partnerships, often 
in partnership with local universities, including on ecosystem services and practical habitat 
restoration or creation and/or land-management techniques.   

ω Across the NIAs there are ambitions to continue the partnerships and to deliver outcomes 
after the end of the NIA funding period.  The NIA partnerships are all engaged in planning 
and discussions regarding sources of funding and delivery after 2015. 

                                                                 
11 Added value is defined here as any additional financial support over and above that provided by Defra and Natural England in the initial 
NIA scheme grant, and is based on financial information supplied by Natural England.  It is likely that some of the financial support 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŀŘŘŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜŦǊŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ 
12 However most NIA partnerships have reported only on direct employment and thus these data do not consistently include contractors, 
sub-contractors or consultants. 
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Conclusions  

This report provides a preliminary evaluation of the NIA programme and progress at end of the 
second of the three year funded period.  The key conclusions that are emerging are: 

Progress against thŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ 

ω TƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƻǊ ΨǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ against their funding 
agreement milestones.  At the end of the three year grant period the evaluation will analyse 
ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ trogress Reports and other sources to review delivery against their 
objectives. 

ω There has been some variation in progress across the objectives when categorised under the 
M&E framework themes/sub-themes.  At the end of the three year grant period, the 
evaluation will consider whether progress under these themes/sub-themes is more closely 
aligned to the original expectations. 

Key cumulative progress and achievements 

ω ¢ƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǳǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜir 
overall objectives: more, bigger, better and less fragmented places for wildlife; enhancing 
the benefits that nature provides for people; uniting local communities, land managers and 
businesses; and places of inspiration and innovation.   

ω The NIA partnershipsΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ are also making a contribution to the 
Biodiversity 2020 outcomes.  At the end of the three year grant period, the evaluation report 
on the contribution made. 

ω The NIA partnerships are all very different and have locally specific objectives and work 
programmes.  This means that comparative and cumulative reporting is not always 
appropriate or possible.  Where data is available, the Year 2 evaluation has indicated the 
scale of cumulative progress across common measures ς for example at the end of Year 2 
approximately 10% of the total area of priority habitat across all NIAs has been subject to 
NIA partnership activity under the NIA programme.  

ω aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ only be fully realised in 
the long-term.  It is a challenge for both existing monitoring systems and those developed 
specifically for the NIA programme to provide a direct measure of their outcomes and 
impacts during the three year funding period.  The lessons from the NIA M&E Phase 2 
project and dialogue between the NIA partnerships, Defra and Natural England will be used 
in considering the long term maintenance and uses of the M&E framework and online 
reporting tool. 

Evaluation of the outcomes and impacts across the M&E framework themes and the extent to 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƴȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ 

ω The Year 2 Progress Report shows outcomes emerging across the biodiversity, ecosystem 
services and social and economic wellbeing themes.  It is generally not yet possible to 
evaluate impacts due to time lags between action and impact.  There are also some 
challenges to aggregating data across NIAs; and in determining the extent to which NIA 
partnership activity itself has contributed to improvements or changes. 

ω In Year 3 the evaluation team will be undertaking additional work to help determine 
whether some or all of the outcomes might have taken place in the absence of the NIA 
partnerships and the added value that the NIA partnerships have provided.  This will use 
three agreed approaches: a counterfactual scenario based approach, will focus on gathering 
a range of insights from practitioners and stakeholders into what would have happened 
without the NIAs; an approach based on NIA data to determine trajectories both before and 
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after the NIAs were established, and an approach based on a comparison of the NIAs with 
similar non-NIA areas or landscapes.   

ω The NIA partnerships have engaged in activities to test innovative approaches, research and 
share knowledge, including in developing and measuring habitat connectivity or ecosystem 
services.  All the NIA partnerships are developing knowledge or skills in these rapidly 
developing areas and they are forging links with universities and research institutions that 
should provide long term benefits.  This knowledge and skills will be valuable for the future 
work of the NIA partnerships, and lessons will be useful to share amongst both the initial 12 
NIA partnerships and in the longer term with any new NIAs. 

ω All of the initial NIA partnerships are involved in activities that are resulting in social, 
economic and wellbeing benefits.  The qualitative data from the interviews and case studies 
that have been undertaken in Year 2 have helped to identify emerging outcomes for social 
and economic wellbeing. 

ω At the end of Year 2, the evidence shows that all NIA partnerships are working well and have 
been effective mechanisms for coordinating activities, sharing data and knowledge and 
helping to reach-out to and involve local communities.  This provides some lessons for any 
future application of the approach by locally determined NIAs, as well as for other similar 
partnerships.  The evaluation at the end of the three year grant period will consider the 
likely long-term benefits of the NIA programme and the NIA partnershipsΩ Ǉƭŀƴǎ for 
continuing their work to fund and deliver their visions to 2020. 

ω The benefits of the structured monitoring and evaluation framework reported, by the NIA 
partnerships, included: using the results of the M&E process to communicate change and 
achievements, as an input into decision-making; sharing data amongst partners and other 
organisations; and learning monitoring skills from other partners and building capacity, 
including within the local community.  Challenges have occurred, such as the availability and 
processing of certain national datasets and some data collection and recording by partners, 
but generally the M&E process has been seen as beneficial by the NIA partnerships and has 
been more efficient in Year 2 than in Year 1.  

Next steps 

The end of the third year reporting period for the NIA partnerships coincides with the end of the 
three year grant funding period at the end of March 2015.  The final reporting deadline for the M&E 
Phase 2 project is November 2015.  The proposed timings for the activities are:  

ω Online reporting tool available for Year 3 reporting by the NIA partnerships from the end of 
November 2014. 

ω NIA partnerships to commence Year 3 data entry - November 2014. 

ω M&E Phase 2 project contractors proceed with counterfactual work during last quarter of 
2014 and first quarter of 2015. 

ω A Year 3 M&E workshop to discuss reporting and reflective consideration of the NIA 
partnerships work will potentially be held in early 2015. 

ω NIA Best Practice event on habitat connectivity likely to be held in February 2015. 

ω End of Year 3 reporting period 31 March 2015. 

ω Some national data (e.g. BARs bulk upload, Environmental Stewardship) likely to be supplied 
after March 2015 ς Natural England and M&E Phase 2 project contractors to agree approach 
to data entry and verifying analysis if some NIA partnerships are not available to undertake 
these tasks. 

ω Depending on NIA partnerships availability post March 2015 to review / validate Year 3 
reporting, possibly invite interested NIA partnerships to form a small review group for this 
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purpose. 

ω Year 3 data analysis and validation / quality assurance - ongoing February ς June 2015. 

ω Drafting of and feedback on overall NIA evaluation report and other deliverables ς Juneς
October 2015. 

ω Final overall NIA evaluation report and other project deliverables - November 2015. 
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Policy background  

The establishment of the Nature Improvement Area (NIA) programme was announced in the Natural 
Environment White Paper (NEWP) ς Natural choice ς securing the value of nature (HM Government, 
2011a).  NIAs are large, discrete areas where a local partnership has a shared vision for their natural 
environment that are intended to deliver a Ψstep changeΩ in nature conservation.  The programme 
takes forward the recommendations of the Lawton review, Making space for nature (Lawton et al., 
2010). 

The aims of the NIA partnerships are to: 

¶ become much better places for wildlife ς creating more and better-connected habitats over 
large areas which provide the space for wildlife to thrive and adapt to climate change; 

¶ deliver for people as well as wildlife ς through enhancing a wide range of benefits that 
nature provides us, such as recreation opportunities, flood protection, cleaner water and 
carbon storage; and  

¶ unite local communities, land managers and businesses through a shared vision for a 
better future for people and wildlife.  The hope is that they will become places of 
inspiration, that are loved by current and future generations. 

 
Figure 1.1: Location of the 12 initial NIAs 

 
Source: Natural England

13
 

 

The 12 initial NIA partnerships14 started work in April 2012, following a national competition for a 
share of £7.5 million of government funding.  The selected NIAs are partnerships of local authorities, 

                                                                 
13 Natural England NIA boundary data on Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (STRM) hill-shaded relief base map 
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local communities and landowners, the private sector and conservation organisations.  The NIA 
Grant Scheme provides funding to the 12 initial NIA partnerships and is operating over a three year 
period from 2012 to 2015.  The NIA programme promotes actions at a landscape scale to improve 
ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ. 

1.2 Context of this Progress Report  

This is the Year 2 (2013-14) Progress Report produced as part of the second phase of the NIA 
Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) project15.  It follows the Year 1 (2012-13) Progress Report which 
was published in September 2013 (CEP, 2013).  The Year 2 Progress Report presents an overview of 
ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ during their two years of operation, both individually and aggregated 
as an overall programme.  The Year 2 Progress Report also starts to consider the potential longer-
ǘŜǊƳ ΨƭŜƎŀŎȅΩ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ the NIA programme that Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ 
three year grant funding period.  These impacts will be more fully considered by the evaluation at 
the end of the three year programme, which will be reported towards the end of 2015.   

The Year 1 Progress Report mainly focussed on inputs to the NIA partnerships and their initial 
processes and activities.  This Year 2 Progress Report includes a greater emphasis on outputs and 
any emerging outcomes and impacts (see sub-section 1.4).  The NIA partnerships are more advanced 
in the delivery of their Business Plans (and associated funding agreements) and have been 
undertaking more Ψƻƴ-the-ƎǊƻǳƴŘΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ¸ŜŀǊ нΦ  Lƴ addition, improvements have been made 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾaluation indicators to enhance the 
comparability of the data available in Year 2. 

The Year 2 Progress Report reports on:  

¶ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΤ  

¶ the key cumulative progress and achievements made by the NIA partnerships by the end of 
Year 2; 

¶ an evaluation of the activities within the NIAs across the M&E themes (see sub-section 1.3.2) 
and the extent to which any change can be attributed to NIA ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ; and 

¶ emerging evidence of wider outcomes and longer-term impacts. 

The Year 1 Progress Report provided an overview of the 12 initial NIA partnerships, including their 
key characteristics (such as their area, broad habitat types and the area of environmental 
designations).  These aspects remain largely unchanged so readers should refer to the Year 1 Report 
for this information4.   

The Year 2 Progress Report begins reflecting on the wider learning from the NIA programme, such 
as: the ability of NIA partnerships to help deliver improvements to existing wildlife sites and to 
enhance the local ecological network; lessons for landscape-scale delivery of natural environment 
activities; challenges and opportunities of partnership led approaches; and lessons learned in 
relation to monitoring and evaluation. 

1.2.1 Inte nded audience  

The principal audiences for this report are the 12 initial NIA partnerships and relevant Government 
bodies including the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), Natural England, 
the Forestry Commission, Environment Agency and Department for Communities and Local 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
14 See Figure 1.1. 
15 Defra Research Project WC1061 which Collingwood Environmental Planning (CEP), with its partners GeoData Institute and Cascade 
Consulting, were commissioned by Defra, in collaboration with Natural England, to undertake in March 2012. 
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555. 

http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555
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Government.  Other intended audiences include those involved or with an interest in landscape-
scale conservation initiatives, such as Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), local authorities and 
the academic community involved in research related to the natural environment and the benefits it 
provides.  Local Nature Partnerships (LNPs), local planning authorities and others considering 
supporting locally determined NIAs in addition to the original 12 NIAs may also be interested. 

1.2.2 Report structure  

The structure of the Year 2 Progress Report draws on the steps in the logic model (i.e. inputs, 
processes, outputs, outcomes and impacts - see sub-section 1.4.2) and the themes in the M&E 
framework (i.e. biodiversity, ecosystem services and social & economic benefits & wellbeing and 
partnership working - see sub-section 1.3.2). 

Figure 1.2 provides a guide to readers on how the information is organised in the report and which 
steps in the logic model and which themes in the M&E framework are covered by which sections. 

 
Figure 1.2: Structure of the report and links to the logic model and M&E framework themes  

Section 2:  Overview of Progress and 
Achievements 

Focus of the section:  
Overview of the evidence of the bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ progress 
and achievements by the end of the second year of 
operation.   
Scope / themes covered:  
Organised by the four overall objectives of the NIAs and 
covering all four M&E framework themes. 

Section 3:  Evaluation of Biodiversity 
Outcomes and Impacts 

Focus of the sections:   
Analysis of the evidence in Section 2 within the evaluation 
framework, including the evaluation questions.   
Logic model steps:  
Focussed on the contribution the NIA partnerships have 
made to outcomes and impacts.   
Scope / themes covered:  
Across three of the M&E framework themes (biodiversity, 
ecosystem services and social & economic benefits & 
wellbeing). 

Section 4:  Evaluation of Ecosystem 
Services Outcomes and 
Impacts 

Section 5:  Evaluation of Social & 
economic benefits & wellbeing 
Outcomes and Impacts 

Section 6:  Evaluation of Inputs and 
Process 

Focus of the section: 
Analysis of the evidence in Section 2 within the  
the evaluation framework, including the evaluation 
questions.   
Logic model steps:  
Focussed on the inputs and processes / activities supporting 
delivery of the NIA partnerships.   
Scope / themes covered:  
Includes the partnership working theme within the 
evaluation framework.  Inputs include financial and human 
resources; and processes include management, planning 
knowledge sharing and monitoring and evaluation of the 
partnerships. 

Section 7:  Conclusion and Next Steps 

Focus of the section: 
Drawing conclusions from the findings of the evaluation at 
the end of Year 2 and providing an overview of the steps 
planned for Year 3.  
Scope / themes covered:  
All four M&E framework themes. 

 



  November 2014 

Monitoring and Evaluation of NIAs:  
Year 2 (2013-14) Progress Report 4 Collingwood Environmental Planning 

In addition, the report includes two appendices which provide further information on the indicators 
selected and completed by the NIA partnerships and the data sources and methods of analysis used.  
The report is also supported by a separate annex which presents a literature review on the social 
and economic benefits associated with natural environment initiatives and their contribution to 
wellbeing.  This work was undertaken as part of second phase of the NIA M&E project and has 
informed the Year 2 evaluation (see sections 5 and 6). 

1.3 Summary of the  monitoring and evaluation requirements and 
process 

1.3.1 NIA monitoring and evaluation requirements  

The 12 initial NIA partnerships report on progress quarterly, including financial monitoring and 
progress against their agreed objectives and outputs.  The NIA partnerships undertake M&E, 
reporting both qualitative and quantitative information, following an M&E framework (see sub-
section 1.3.2)16.  In addition, the NIA partnerships use an online reporting tool (see sub-section 1.3.3) 
specifically developed to record data required by the M&E framework. 

1.3.2 NIA monitoring and evaluation framework  

Phase one of the M&E work developed a draft M&E Framework for the NIA partnerships.  This M&E 
Framework, and the indicators and protocols included within it, was reviewed and updated during 
Year 2.  The review drew on feedback from the NIA partnerships and research undertaken as part of 
the M&E Phase 2 project into specific themes, such as ecosystem services and habitat connectivity.  
Key changes to the indicator protocols included: the introduction of a new core comparative 
indicator of habitat connectivity; clarification of indicator descriptions and methods; minor 
amendments to some of the indicator titles; and the provision of additional information and 
guidance including FAQs17 for the use of BARS (Biodiversity Action Reporting System) and the use of 
local community surveys. 

The updated M&E Framework (CEP, 2014a) includes a set of principles, relevant roles and 
responsibilities, the overall approach to M&E and an overview of information sources.  It was 
accompanied by updates to the online reporting tool (see sub-section 1.3.3). 

The M&E Framework is structured by four themes (biodiversity; ecosystem services; social and 
economic benefits; and partnership working) and a number of sub-themes (see Figure 1.3).  A menu 
of 36 indicators was developed, each with a supporting protocol to guide the NIA partnerships in 
their monitoring and reporting activities.   

 

                                                                 
16 More details on the NIA M&E requirements and process can be found on the NIA webpages: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-
about-the-programme  
17

 Frequently Asked Questions 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-about-the-programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-about-the-programme
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Figure 1.3: NIA M&E indicator themes and sub-themes 

 

 

The framework and indicators enable the NIA partnerships to measure progress towards their 
objectives and wider impacts.  Indicators are used as they are a way of describing complex factors 
and provide a more practical and economical way to track outcomes than recording every possible 
variable.  Ideally, the indicators would focus on measuring the outcomes and impacts resulting from 
the NIA partnershipsΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ  This is not always practicable, for example, due to lack of available 
data and the time lag before outcomes and impacts might become apparent and measureable.  
Some of the indicator monitoring involves measuring processes and outputs (see sub-section 1.4.2).   

The framework includes seven ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΣ 
while the other indicators are optional.  In addition, NIA partnerships can develop their own 
supplementary local indicators.  The NIA partnerships are not expected to select and monitor all the 
indicators, rather, in addition to the core indicators, they can choose from the menu of optional and 
local indicators across the four themes and select the indicators most relevant and suited to their 
specific objectives.  

Appendix 1 shows the indicators selected and the data entered in the online reporting tool in Year 2 
by the NIA partnerships.  In total, 215 indicators were selected by the 12 initial NIAs with data 
entered for 201 of them. 

1.3.3 The online reportin g tool  

An online reporting tool18 (Natural England, 2014b), was developed by the M&E Phase 1 project19 to 
provide a structured data-entry tool for the recording, storing, reporting and sharing of data and 
information relating to NIA partnership activities and outputs.  The online tool was reviewed and 
ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ¸ŜŀǊ нΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘǊŜǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ 
tool in Year 1.  Key changes made to the online reporting tool were focused on improving its 
accessibility and usability for the NIA partnerships, including: the user registration process; to reflect 

                                                                 
18 See: http://nia.naturalengland.org.uk/index 
19 Defra Research Project WC1029: Developing a framework for design, monitoring and evaluating pilot Nature Improvement Areas: Phase 
1 Scoping Study.   
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&ProjectID=17960&FromSearch=Y&Publisher=1&Se
archText=nature improvement&SortString=ProjectCode&SortOrder=Asc&Paging=10#Description  

http://nia.naturalengland.org.uk/index
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the updates to the indicator protocols; and improvements to the data export function.  Generally the 
changes did not affect the comparability of the data between years.  Where there were some 
clarifications to baseline expectations or calculation methods that required alterations to baseline or 
Year 1 data, the NIA partnerships were provided with specific guidance to amend these data in line 
with clarified protocol guidance. 

The online reporting tool is structured around the M&E framework and associated indicator 
protocols and is designed to enable the NIA partnerships to record their achievements relating to 
each indicator each year.  The tool is also intended to complement rather than duplicate other 
existing systems of data recording, such as BARS. 

¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ΨwŜǇƻǊǘΩ ǇŀƎŜ which ǳǎŜǎ ŀ ΨǘƛŎƪ-ōƻȄΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǘƻ 
generate an online or downloadable data report by selecting any combination of NIA partnerships, 
M&E themes and indicators (e.g. it is possible to view all indicators for a specific NIA partnership, or 
a specific theme or indicator across all NIA partnerships).  The report page is publically accessible so 
reports can be viewed or downloaded by anybody using the online tool. 

1.3.4 Information and data sources  

A variety of qualitative and quantitative information is being gathered for monitoring of the NIA 
partnerships.  The information supporting this Year 2 evaluation and this report was drawn on from 
several sources, in addition to the online tool, as illustrated in Figure 1.4. 

 
Figure 1.4: Sources of monitoring data and information supporting the evaluation 

 

 

Key developments in M&E data management and data sources during Year 2 include:  

¶ updates to all the M&E indicator protocols (see sub-section 1.4.2);  

¶ developments in the online reporting tool (see sub-section 1.3.2);  
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¶ the completion of two separate semi-structured interviews with the NIA partnerships20 
focussing on: 

o NIA research activities and innovation (December 2013 ς January 2014); and 

o partnership working and social, economic and wellbeing benefits (April ς May 2014);  

¶ compilation of case studies relating to social, economic and wellbeing benefits developed by 
eight NIA partnerships. 

1.4 Overall objectives and approach to the evaluation  

1.4.1 Objectives of the evaluation  

The overall objectives of the NIA M&E Phase 2 project, as set by Defra and Natural England, are: 

¶ to assess the individual and aggregated contribution of the 12 initial NIA partnerships 
towards meeting biodiversity commitments in the NEWP, as well as outcomes in Biodiversity 
2020 (Defra, 2011) and other national and international objectives, targets and 
commitments21; and 

¶ to gather evidence of approaches used within the NIA partnerships and their outcomes, to 
maximise learning from them and build a practical evidence base to inform future 
landscape-scale initiatives about the NIA approach. 

1.4.2 Overall approach  

The overall approach to the evaluation of the NIA programme draws on guidance in the Magenta 
Book (HM Government, 2011b).  A logic model22 approach was used to provide the overall 
framework within which the evaluation was designed.  The logic model (see Figure 1.5) is used to 
describe the relationship between the inputs, processes/activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts 
of the individual NIA partnerships or the NIA programme overall.  This provides the framework for 
understanding and systematically testing the assumed relationships between the individual and 
collective outcomes (both short term and longer term impacts) of the NIA partnerships with the 
inputs, activities and processes.  

The approach is a combination of a process and impact evaluation.  The evaluation seeks to 
understand how the NIA partnerships are delivering their objectives (the process aspect of the 
evaluation of inputs and processes / activities), as well as how much they are delivering for 
biodiversity, ecosystem services and social and economic wellbeing (the impact aspect of the 
evaluation focusing on outputs, outcomes and impacts).  See sub-section 1.2.2 for further guidance 
on how the information is organised in this report in relation to the steps in the logic model.  

 

                                                                 
20 Note: the interviewees agreed that quotes could be used from the interviews; but this was on the understanding that they would be 
anonymised.  Therefore, where quotes are used in this report an NIA code [e.g. NIA 1] is used to identify them rather than the name of the 
interviewee or NIA partnership. 
21 e.g. the ¦Y DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄpansion of the green economy; targets agreed at the Tenth 
Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity; and the broader aims and intent of the European Landscape 
Convention. 
22 A logic model seeks to understand the complexity of a polƛŎȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘǎΣ 
activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts. 
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Figure 1.5: The Logic Model for the NIA programme evaluation 
 

 

 
The Magenta Book has been used for guidance on potential methods to use as part of an evaluation, 
in particular for process and impact evaluations.  This includes methods for both data collection and 
analysis.  The evaluation of the NIA programme is using a variety of methods of data collection, 
including interviews, case studies and workshops.  This is in addition to the data drawn from existing 
data monitoring systems and the self-reporting of indicators and data by the NIA partnerships (see 
sub-section 1.3.4).  The analysis performed for quantitative data included aggregating data across 
NIA partnerships, calculating change over time, comparing NIA and national trends, as well as some 
qualitative methods (see Appendix 2 for further details). 

The use of evaluation questions is applied here based on the description in the Magenta Book.  The 
logic model guided the development of specific evaluation questions under each of the M&E themes 
(see sub-section 1.3.2), and also helped to identify the evidence required to answer the evaluation 
questions.  These questions are presented at the start of each evaluation section (see sections 3, 4, 5 
and 6). 

The evaluation questions related to biodiversity, ecosystem services and social, economic and 
wellbeing outcomes and impacts (see sections 3, 4 and 5) were developed at two levels of detail:  

¶ Firstly, at the level of each M&E framework sub-theme a headline evaluation question was 
developed.  These questions took the form of asking, overall, if the NIA partnerships had 
contributed to a change in each sub-theme.  For example, for the M&E framework sub-
theme of cultural ecosystem services the overall evaluation question asks: Ψǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ 
have NIAs contributed to improved cultural services?Ω 

¶ Secondly, reflecting the specific indicators included in the M&E framework (which 
represents a key aspect of the evidence used in the evaluation) and the topics covered by 
each sub-theme, sub-questions were developed to enable a more detailed evaluation of the 
evidence.  These considered both change within an NIA and the extent to which the NIA 
partnerships contributed to these changes.  Taking the example of cultural ecosystem 
services, an example question asks: ΨWhat improvement has been made to the extent of land 
managed to maintain and / or enhance landscape character in NIAs; and to what extent have 
NIA partnerships contributed to these improvements?Ω 

The outcome and impact evaluation questions show that for most outputs, outcomes, and impacts, 
the NIA partnership activities are likely to be only one mechanism potentially influencing change in 
their area.  The questions ask: to what extent has a factor changed and the extent to which the NIA 
partnership/s have contributed to any observed change. 

The inputs and processes evaluation questions (see section 6) were developed to help understand 
ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΥ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ 
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expenditure; effective partnership working, planning and management; monitoring and evaluation; 
research and innovation; and the support of Natural England, Defra and other agencies.  In the case 
of inputs and processes, evaluation sub-questions seek to explore in more detail these aspects, for 
example relating to partnership structures, management and planning processes and information / 
knowledge sharing and exchange. 

It is anticipated that understanding the outcomes and impacts of the NIA partnerships will be 
challenging at the end of Year 3.  This is partly due to confounding variables and the limited time 
available to realise the desired outcomes and impacts of the NIA programme.  The focus may still be 
on processes and outputs at the end of Year 3, but outputs and impacts will be reported as far as 
possible. 

Understand ing the baseline and counterfactual  

The baseline and counterfactual are important to the evaluation as they describe the context within 
which the impact of the NIA programme can be measured and evaluated.  A counterfactual - i.e. in 
this case what would have happened if individual NIA partnerships or the NIA programme as a whole 
were not established - is, as acknowledged by the Magenta Book, frequently a very challenging part 
of impact evaluation.   

The main work to attribute causes of changes within the NIA areas so far has been through 
interviews with the NIA partnerships which included some exploration on what would have 
happened without the programme.   

In Year 3, the M&E project will include research to increase understanding of the difference the NIA 
partnerships have made over and above what would have happened anyway without their 
introduction (see section 7). 
 

The baseline provides information on the situation before the NIA partnerships started work.  The 
M&E framework indicators include a requirement to record a baseline using available data.  The 
baseline year may differ between indicators depending on data availability.  The challenge for the 
evaluation is to attribute change within an NIA to the NIA partnershipsΩ activities as opposed to 
other factors or delivery mechanisms.  Some M&E indicators explicitly measure just the NIA 
ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ, whilst others are more contextual and record change in the NIA generally.  
The evaluation is working with the data available and where necessary highlights any assumptions 
and uncertainties with the data used and findings drawn from it. 
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2. Overview of Progress and Achievements  

Key messages from Year 2: Overview of progress and achievements 

Creating more, bigger, better and less fragmented places for wildlife 

ω The NIA partnerships under the NIA programme have managed or are currently managing a 
total of 7,451ha to create or restore priority habitats; and 11,342ha to maintain or improve the 
condition of priority habitats. 

ω Actions are also currently planned (at end of Year 2) to create or restore a further 2,889ha of 
priority habitat; and maintain or improve the condition of a further 2,518ha. 

ω The NIA partnerships have also reported on actions under the NIA programme to create or 
improve boundary and linear priority habitats (such as hedgerows, rivers and riparian buffers, 
canals and wood margins).  A total of 87km of boundary and linear priority habitat has been 
restored or created; and 183km have been managed to maintain or improve its condition.  
Further work is also planned for 18km of boundary and linear priority habitat. 

ω The NIA partnerships are actively improving data and knowledge of species status in their areas 
through species surveys, and NIA partnerships have integrated the needs of species through 
habitat management. 

ω Discussion and sharing of experience among the NIA partnerships of the comparative indicator 
of connectivity and its use in the consideration of conservation actions appears to have been a 
useful outcome.  NIA partnerships have also undertaken research and tested approaches to 
delivering and measuring habitat connectivity. 

Enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people 

ω ¢ƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
the natural environment; for example four NIA partnerships have reported that a total length of 
10.5km of public rights of way and permissive paths have been improved or created, with 
access improved to a further 532km.  

ω All the NIA partnerships have designed and delivered activities with the explicit objective of 
providing education and learning benefits.  In the three NIAs that reported on this at the end 
Year 2, a total of 11,739 people had participated in educational visits23. 

ω A total of 24,326 days of volunteer time was reported, with volunteers being engaged in 
activities including habitat improvements and species surveys.  The majority of this time (23,791 
days) involved types of volunteering likely to result in health and wellbeing benefits. 

ω The NIA partnerships are improving ecosystem services; for example, in the three NIAs that 
reported it at the end of Year 2, a total of 9,189ha of habitat had been managed to improve 
water quality24.  Across the seven NIA partnerships that reported it, the proportion of 
woodlands in active management increased by 3% (compared to 2% nationally over the same 
period). 

Working with local communities, land managers and businesses 

ω All the NIA partnerships have engaged with their local communities through activities such as: 
organising and participating in events; engaging local people as volunteers; reaching out to 
schools and community groups to provide education and hands-on learning opportunities; and 

                                                                 
23 An educational visit is defined as any organised visit to an NIA site or centre (e.g. visitor centre) which has an explicit educational 
objective. 
24 This may include habitat also reported as being managed to create, restore, maintain or improve priority habitat. 
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encouraging community involvement in decision-making. 

Becoming places of inspiration and innovation 

ω All the NIA partnerships are engaged in activities that are either contributing to research or 
are innovative.  Examples of NIA partnerships working with universities include a PhD student 
from Sheffield University undertaking research in Humberhead Levels on ecosystem services in 
the NIA, and a study in Birmingham and Black Country by Wolverhampton University that has 
helped to monitor and improve restoration techniques related to grasslands / meadows. 

2.1 Introduction  

This section presents an overview of the progress and achievements in the 12 initial NIAs by the end 
of the second year of the grant funding period (i.e. between April 2012 and March 2014).  It focusses 
on what the NIA partnerships have delivered under four main topics linked to their overall 
objectives: 

¶ creating more, bigger, better and less fragmented places for wildlife;  

¶ enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people;  

¶ working with local communities, landowners and businesses; and  

¶ becoming places of inspiration and innovation. 

The progress and achievements reported here should be considered within the following context: 

¶ The NIA partnerships are all very different and have locally specific objectives and work 
programmes.  This means that comparative and cumulative reporting is not always 
appropriate or possible. 

¶ CŀŎǘƻǊǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ 
such as weather conditions or where delivery is partly reliant on other organisations. 

¶ The NIA partnerships are not responsible for all activity in their areas, and it is not always 
possible to attribute change directly to the activity of an NIA partnership.  In some cases 
contextual indicators are used to provide a broad measure of change within the areas 
covered by the NIA partnerships.  Work is being undertaken in Year 3 to help understand the 
difference that NIA partnerships will have made compared to what would have happened 
anyway. 

¶ The work of the NIA partnerships is resulting in a range of benefits, in addition to the main 
purposes of the programme.  The monitoring and evaluation framework was not designed to 
capture all of these additional benefits so the progress and achievements reported may not 
represent the full scale and breadth of benefits. 

¶ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀctivities will result in impacts that will only be fully realised 
in the long-term.  At this relatively early stage, it is often only possible to monitor and report 
on the completion of actions to provide an indication of achievement and the direction of 
change, rather than being able to measure the final outcomes or impacts. 

¶ All the NIA partnerships have submitted data using the online reporting tool (see sub-section 
1.3.3), and although these data have been quality assured, there is some variation in the 
interpretation of the indicator protocols and the quality of data. 

This section utilises data and information recorded by each of the NIAs partnerships in the online 
reporting tool, the NIA partnership quarterly Progress Reports and financial claim forms submitted 
to Natural England.  It also uses national datasets provided by Natural England, and information 
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collected from interviews with the NIA partnerships to explore research and innovation, social and 
economic wellbeing, and partnership working. 

The selected examples of NIA partnership activities presented in this section are illustrative rather 
than comprehensive.  Any difference in the number of examples across NIA partnerships should not 
be interpreted as being illustrative of more, or less, activity or ambition in different NIAs. 

2.2 More, bigger, better and less fragmented places for wildlife  

2.2.1 More, bigger and better places for wildlife  

The habitat actions reported by NIA partnerships under the NIA programme at the end of Year 225 
(see Figure 2.1) include: 

¶ A total of 11,342ha of priority habitat has been managed to maintain or improve its 
condition26.  Of this, management actions were ongoing on 89% (10,070ha) at the end of Year 2, 
with projects completed on 11% (1,272ha). 

¶ A total of 7,451ha has been managed to restore or create priority habitats27.  Of this, actions 
were underway on 85% (6,346ha) and completed on 15% (1,105ha). 

¶ Within the NIAs there are currently planned actions for maintenance and improvement of 
priority habitat condition on a further 2,889ha, and 2,518ha for restoration and creation. 

Reported actions on boundary and linear priority habitats28, included: 

¶ Actions to maintain or improve the condition of 183km of boundary and linear priority habitat.  
Almost all of these actions (99%) are reported as being underway, with 1% completed. 

¶ Actions to restore or create 87km of boundary and linear habitat.  Of these actions 16% are 
reported to be underway and 84% completed. 

¶ Planned actions were reported to maintain or improve the condition of 8km of linear habitat, 
and to restore or create 10km of linear habitat. 

Six NIA partnerships reported on site based actions29, with a total of 239 sites with actions underway 
(160 sites) or completed (69 sites).  Actions are reported to be planned on a further 20 sites in NIAs. 

 

                                                                 
25 Note: it is not possible to determine from the online reporting what proportion of actions currently underway or complete may have 
started before the NIA grant funding period.  
26 The total area of the NIAs is 513,144ha, so this represents approximately 2.2% of total land area. 
27 This represents approximately 1.5% of total land area in the NIAs. 
28 These includes hedgerows, rivers and riparian buffers, canals and wood margins 
29 Site based actions were reported in relation to specific sites (e.g. ponds), without an area of intervention provided. 
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Figure 2.1: Area and status of actions to restore / create and maintain / improve priority habitat 
(to end of Year 2) 

 
Source: Data recorded by NIA partnerships in the online reporting tool 

 

Box 2.1 presents selected examples of NIA partnership activities to create, restore and enhance 
habitats.  Note that many of these activities deliver multi-functional benefits, in addition to the 
direct benefits of habitat creation, restoration and enhancement.  For example, benefits can include: 
improved habitat connectivity; development and enhancement of recreational corridors; 
development of open space; and the enhancement of ecosystem services. 

Box 2.1: Selected examples of activities to create, restore and enhance habitats 

¶ Restoration of lowland calcareous grassland across five focal areas (totalling approximately 1000ha), 
with re-establishment of diverse 
grassland species (South Downs). 

¶ Creating two meadows on former 
industrial sites using different 
sources of green hay (Birmingham 
and Black Country).  These activities 
also aim to increase the number of 
species, and the work is monitored 
by a PhD student associated with 
the project from University of 
Wolverhampton. 

¶ 93ha of Lowland heathland 
restoration and connectivity 
enhancements (Wild Purbeck). 

¶ NIA partnerships are also involved in other activities to support habitat improvements and ensure 
appropriate long-term habitat management, such as holding biodiversity and land management 
seminars for landowners (Marlborough Downs), and providing landowner advice alongside 
improvement actions related to flood alleviation and habitat management (Humberhead Levels). 

Source: Online tool data entry and narrative, Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports and BARS Actions records. 

Meadow creation, Birmingham and Black Country.  Photo credit: Simon 
Atkinson 
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2.2.2 Less fragmented places for wildlife  

Activities to improve connectivity between habitats include the creation, improvement, restoration 
ŀƴŘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƳŀǘǊƛȄ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ όŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ΨǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ 
ǎǘƻƴŜǎΩ30), including boundary and linear habitats.  The habitat activities reported in sub-section 
2.2.1 have the potential to contribute to the creation of less fragmented habitats, even where this is 
not a specific objective.  

Efforts have also been made to enhance ecological networks, such as through re-wetting and raising 
water levels on lowland raised bogs (Humberhead Levels).  Other activities include supporting 
functional connectivity31, such as restoration of traditional grazing marshes (Greater Thames 
Marshes). 

A particular focus of activity has been on exploring appropriate measures of ecological connectivity, 
including ones which can be aggregated across the different ecosystems and habitats within the 
NIAs.  A range of approaches have been used by NIAs partnerships.  These are based on the principle 
of reporting on habitat features considered relevant to connectivity in the local context of an NIA 
and then weighting habitat creation, restoration, and improvement based on relative contributions 
to ecological connectivity.  The results of the bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǘesting of this approach will help 
refine the measure and inform future indicator development. 

Habitat connectivity has been an area of research and innovation by the NIA partnerships, often 
working jointly with research and academic institutions (see sub-section 2.5 for further details).  This 
has included work on: the role and nature of connectivity within the NIAs; how connectivity should 
be measured; and whether connectivity is always the appropriate conservation strategy.  NIA 
partnership research and reporting has added to the understanding of how to deliver improved 
connectivity and how to measure change32. 

Box 2.2 presents selected examples of activities reported by the NIA partnerships to improve habitat 
connectivity. 

Box 2.2: Selected examples of activities to create less fragmented areas for wildlife 

¶ Improved functional connectivity through the restoration of 158ha traditional grazing marsh on 
agricultural land (Greater Thames Marshes). 

¶ Creation of 2.92ha of wildflower corridor linking wildlife sites, ponds, woodland and other semi-natural 
habitat (Marlborough Downs) 

¶ Restoration of a mosaic of 25ha of new heath and creation of 23ha of new oak-birch woodland, ride and 
glade creation and new open ground habitats (Dark Peak). 

¶ 46ha of riparian and river restoration to improve habitat corridor for water voles.  Arable field margin 
creation over 50ha and wet woodland creation over c 100ha (Meres and Mosses). 

¶ Using habitat opportunity mapping as the basis for working with landowners and farmers to implement a 
coordinated delivery plan and habitat creation and restoration targets (Nene Valley). 

Source: Online tool data entry and narrative, Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports and NIA website records. 

                                                                 
30 Patches of habitat located / created in sufficient proximity to create connectivity and to link larger areas of continuous habitat. 
31 Functional connectivity refers to the ability of species typical of a type of habitat being able to move within and between habitat patches 
in an area. 
32 For example: the Dearne Valley Ecological Network modelling with Forest Research which includes mapping the ecological network (GIS) 
and the effects of changing land use on connectivity; Meres and Mosses are preparing a paper on the practical application of the Lawton 
Principles within the NIA with a focus on connectivity; and Wild Purbeck have worked with a Landscape Permeability Tool to inform 
locations for restoration works and achieve increased habitat connectivity. 
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2.2.3 Species 

The NIA partnerships have delivered activities to enhance the status33 of focal34 and widespread35 
species.  Box 2.3 presents selected examples of activities reported by the NIA partnerships to 
enhance and protect species. 

Box 2.3: Selected examples of activities to enhance and protect species 

¶ Introduction of native species sourced from old woodlands.  Two separate meadows created from two 
different SSSI donor sites.  Installation of bird and bat boxes (Birmingham and Black Country). 

¶ Extensive use of direct planting and seeding to enhance plant species diversity: seed mixes, direct 
planting of plugs, hay spreading, and hydroseeding

36
 (Dark Peak). 

¶ Water vole habitat creation: over 800m of linear site improvements for water vole communities (Meres 
and Mosses). 

¶ River restoration targeted at fish and invertebrate populations: over 1.1km of river has been enhanced, 
including action relating to improved weir design to reduce impact on species movements (Nene Valley). 

¶ NIA action plan to help protect the Freshwater Pearl Mussel with restoration of channels and control of 
nutrients and sediments through Catchment Sensitive Farming programme and landowner advisory visits 
(Northern Devon). 

¶ Actions including scrub and invasive tree removal, fencing to control access, intended to support Adonis 
Blue and Duke of Burgundy butterflies on seven sites covering 1,397ha (South Downs). 

Source: Online tool data entry and narrative, Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports and NIA website records. 

 
Six NIA partnerships37 reported on the status of focal species and four NIA partnerships38 reported 
on widespread species, with 117 focal species and 82 widespread species recorded39.  This recorded 
the change in status (decreasing, stable, increasing, unknown) of local populations of focal and 
widespread species from baseline (start of NIA activity) to the end of Year 2.  Within the six NIA 
partnerships that reported on focal species40: 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ оф҈ ƻŦ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩΣ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ мр҈ ŀǘ 
baseline. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŘŜŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŦŜƭƭ from 26% at baseline to 
му҈ ƛƴ ¸ŜŀǊ нΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ пп҈ ŀǘ 
baseline to 26% in Year 2. 

                                                                 
33 Note that species status includes both abundance and distribution. 
34 Focal species in this context refers to species of high conservation status that are the focus of actions or sensitive to drivers of change 
that are a specific concern within an NIA. 
35 Widespread species refers to species defined as such and monitored through the relevant English Biodiversity 2020 indicators (Defra, 
2013) 
36 Hydroseeding (hydraulic mulch seeding) is a planting process that uses a slurry of seed and mulch which are applied together, typically 
through spraying. 
37 Birmingham and Black Country; Dearne Valley; Meres and Mosses; Nene Valley; Northern Devon; and Wild Purbeck. 
38 Humberhead Levels; Marlborough Downs; Meres and Mosses; Dark Peak. 
39 The focal and widespread species reporting recognises that it is not possible to fully attribute change in status over the life of an NIA 
partnership directly to NIA partnership activity.  Changes in status may be subject to many other influences and to lags and external 
factors outside the influence of the NIA partnership, such as weather, disease, recruitment, dispersal or predation.  The monitoring and 
recording by NIA partnerships offers a picture of the status within each area.  NIA partnership survey data has typically been fed to Record 
Centres or to the NBN (National Biodiversity Network) directly and represent a contribution to an improved information base from which 
to assess change. 
An unknown status in most cases reflects the fact that three years of data will be required to assess change in certain speciŜǎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ǎƻ 
where an NIA partnership started recording in Year 1 the status is expected to be reported at the end of Year 3. 
40 Note that there is a risk of survey bias in relation to surveying species status.  From the available data it is not possible to distinguish 
between real changes in species status / numbers as opposed to increased survey effort where there is an incomplete historical record. 
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¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎed from 16% at baseline to 
17% in Year 2. 

Across the four NIA partnerships that reported on widespread species: 

¶ The status of 9% of widespread species was reported to be ΨincreasingΩ at the end of Year 2 
compared to 1% in Year 1, and 17% at baseline (2012).  The fall between baseline and Year 1 is 
ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ bL! 
partnership survey activities. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ нт҈ 
at baseline to 78% in Year 2.  This could reflect the introduction of surveying for species 
previously not surveyed in the NIAs, i.e. the baseline reflects national or historic status records 
but local status may have been unknown.  This will be investigated further in Year 3. 

¶ The percentage oŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘŜŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ a 
baseline of 23% to 12% in Year 2, and the percentage ƻŦ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜΩ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ 
from 33% at the baseline to 1% in Year 2. 

2.3 Enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people  

This sub-section considers progress and achievements of the NIA partnerships in relation to the 
benefits that nature provides.  Many of the benefits to human health and wellbeing are provided by 
ecosystem services, including: cultural; supporting; provisioning; and regulating ecosystem services.  
The NIA ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ contribution to the provision of these services or benefits is a result of 
activities specifically intended to achieve these benefits and as an indirect consequence of other 
activities, such as encouraging volunteering in activities related to habitat improvements. 

The benefits reported here include: health; education and learning; symbolic, cultural and aesthetic 
benefits; increasing supporting, regulating and provisioning ecosystem services, and the 
contributions to the local economy. 

2.3.1 Health  

Encouraging volunteering is one way the NIA partnerships have been delivering potential health 
benefits.  The potential health benefits of volunteering include41: aerobic exercise; improved 
respiratory and cardiovascular health; reduced stress; sense of achievement; reduced social 
isolation; relaxation and recovery.  See Figure 2.2. 

                                                                 
41 Based on the outcomes of the literature review on the social and economic benefits associated with natural environment initiatives and 
their contribution to wellbeing (CEP, 2014b ς see Annex). 
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Figure 2.2: Volunteers, activities and likely health benefits42 
Physical works ς scrub clearance, habitat 
management, hedge-laying and coppicing. 
 
 

Undertaking ecological surveys ς on-going recording, 
supporting national surveys, NIA specific (e.g. habitat, 
species) monitoring. 
 

  

Benefits: 

¶ Improved respiratory health 

¶ Aerobic exercise and improved cardiovascular 
health 

¶ Reduced stress hormones 

Benefits: 

¶ Sense of achievement 

¶ Recovery and relaxation 

¶ Reduced social isolation and friendship 

Photo credits: Simon Atkinson (Birmingham and Black Country NIA) and Tania Crockett (Morecambe Bay NIA). 
Note: The figure of 23,791 is based on the Year 1 and 2 totals for general unskilled labour and specialist, skilled trained 
labour and specialist services compiled by Natural England based on NIA partnership claims submissions.   

 

By the end of Year 2 a total of 24,326 days43 of volunteer time had been reported by the NIA 
partnerships44 45.  Within this total, 23,791 days (96% of the total) was reported under categories 
that are likely to result in health benefits46: general unskilled labour; specialist, skilled trained labour; 
and specialist services.  Volunteers are involved in a broad range of activities in the NIAs.  Box 2.3 
presents selected examples of specific volunteering activities reported by the NIA partnerships.  
These activities broadly fall into three categories: 

¶ Habitat management and improvements, including: planting; scrub-clearance; fence 
construction; pond restoration. 

¶ Surveying and monitoring, particularly species related, including: water vole surveying; 
butterfly monitoring; breeding bird surveys. 

¶ Training and capacity building, in relation to: habitat / woodland management; planting and 
sowing; surveying and sampling techniques; activity leadership (e.g. walks). 

                                                                 
42 Based on the outcomes of the literature review on the social and economic benefits associated with natural environment initiatives and 
their contribution to wellbeing (CEP, 2014b ς see Annex). 
43 Volunteer time was recorded by NIA partnerships as number of hours volunteering under four categories: general unskilled labour; 
skilled trained labour; specialist services; and professional.  The number of days was calculated by summing the hours reported and 
dividing by 7 (assuming a 7 hour working day). 
44 Volunteering data as compiled by Natural England based on claim forms submitted by NIA partnerships. 
45 Note it is not always apparent from NIA partnership reporting if volunteering is a direct result of NIA funding / coordination, or if these a 
volunteering activities which were occurring anyway within the NIA and are contributing to NIA objectives. 
46 These categories are likely to engage volunteers in physical activity, working with other people and learning new skills and knowledge 
and are therefore likely to have health benefits (CEP, 2014b).   
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Box 2.3: Selected examples of activities related to volunteering 

Habitat improvement 

¶ Volunteers helping implement the introduction of wildflower seed and wildflower plug planting, 
removal of scrub from grasslands and woodland restructuring (Dark Peak). 

¶ In one particular project, volunteers engaged in the creation of 10ha of habitat and the restoration and 
long term management of an additional 60ha of habitat.  Also engaged volunteers in a fence 
construction to enable long term management of the meadow by grazing (Humberhead Levels). 

¶ Public access project cleared bridleway through wood with the assistance of a student volunteer party 
(Marlborough Downs). 

¶ Enhancing and restoring priority habitats through scrub and brash clearance: two scrub management 
volunteer work parties were held (Morecambe Bay). 

¶ Engagement of volunteers to assist with site preparation for the introduction/ establishment of the 
Ladybird spider (Wild Purbeck). 

Surveying and monitoring 

¶ A water vole group meeting for 
volunteers to coordinate surveys across 
the NIA.  Phase 1 habitat volunteer 
surveys and botanical surveys were 
undertaken with the support of 
volunteers (Meres and Mosses). 

¶ Recruitment and training of volunteers 
to support the baseline survey and 
monitoring needs associated with a 
wetlands creation project (Humberhead 
Levels). 

¶ Butterfly monitoring across 11 sites to 
end Year 2, with further 6 sites planned 
for Year 3 (Morecambe Bay). 

Training 

¶ Four training days for volunteers contributing to delivery of thinning, planting and sowing.  Also trained 
volunteers in woodland management techniques (tree felling, coppicing, snedding and dead-hedging) 
(Birmingham and Black Country). 

¶ Presentation and workshop at Barnsley Naturalist Society to provide information required to survey for 
water voles with the ambition to engage some of its members in voluntary work (Dearne Valley). 

¶ Training courses for volunteers on freshwater sampling (Northern Devon). 

Source: Selected information from NIA Year 2 summary reports and quarterly Progress Reports 

 

NIA partnerships are also implementing projects that seek to encourage individuals to experience 
and engage with the natural environment (see Box 2.4). 

Volunteers undertaking water vole survey, May 2014 (Meres and 
Mosses).  Photo credit: Luke Neal 
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Box 2.4: Examples of NIA partnership projects with health benefits  

Physical health benefits from being active in the environment 

Marlborough Downs has led 11 farm walks to showcase the project and demonstrate particular aspects of its 
delivery including a Dawn Chorus walk, a Walk in the Woods, a Butterfly Walk, a Bat Walk and an Owl Prowl.  

Mental health benefits from creating  a sense of achievement  

Marlborough Downs Driving for the Disabled 
(DDA) project is carrying out surface 
improvements along 5.6kms of public byway 
to enable access for horse drawn carriages 
driven by disabled people including 
servicemen and women injured during the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  The NIA 
partnership has a key role in working with 
local land-owners to create a circular course 
that is challenging but enjoyable. 

The health benefits from this are numerous as 

carriage driving can help improve balance, 
co-ordination and muscle tone.  The activity 
is reported to create a sense of achievement 
in the drivers who also appreciate the chance to enjoy the scenery.  One group that visited provided the 
following feedback: 

άǘƘŜǎŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜΧǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ƻǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ 
their ƳƛƴŘǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜέΦ 

Source: NIA Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports, annual summaries, case studies and interviews 

 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 
experiences of the natural environment; for example four NIA partnerships have reported that a 
total length of 10.5km of public rights of way and permissive paths have been improved or created, 
with access being improved to a further 532km47.  Box 2.5 presents examples of NIA partnership 
activities to improve access to and the experience of the natural environment. 

Box 2.5: Selected examples of activities to improve access to and experience of the natural environment 

¶ Bridleway restoration including improvements to an eroded path, route improvements and measures 
taken to discourage off-roaders from damaging heathland.  Improvements to bridleway infrastructure 
for better connectivity of access across the moors (Dark Peak). 

¶ Upgrading of existing public rights of ways and furniture, identifying a suite of high quality access routes 
(footpaths, bridleways and cycle paths) and undertaking improvements works to enable people to 
enjoy the Downs to the full and see some of the things the NIA partnership is doing to support local 
wildlife (Marlborough Downs). 

¶ Improving access to six sites, including disabled access (Meres and Mosses). 

¶ Access improvements to an underused local open space, resulting in the site being accessible and 
usable.  A family event was held on the site for local people and the site was also used for an alternative 

                                                                 
47 These figures are based on reporting through the online reporting tool by Dark Peak, Dearne Valley, Meres and Mosses and 
Marlborough Downs.  The length of public rights or way and permissive paths with improved accessibility includes 514.94km reported by 
Meres and Mosses and this is likely to represent the length of paths made accessible through improvements to smaller lengths.  The 
narrative entered by Meres and Mosses NIA partnership for these data notes: A key project within our programme of works is to create, or 
improve, access trails enabling a wider community of people to access special sites within the Meres & Mosses. We have created a new 
route at Bickley Hall Farm, Cheshire - giving greater access to Bar Mere. We also made improvements at Brown Moss, Prees Heath, Wem 
Moss. Bettisfield Moss and Whixall Moss. 

Cross-country driving.  Photo credit: Nick Upton 
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education activity with young people with behavioural issues or learning disabilities (Birmingham and 
Black Country). 

¶ A Visitor Management Strategy has been produced based on 676 completed visitor questionnaires with 
around 80% of these capturing the routes of visits.  Locations for delivery of suitable recreation 
opportunities are to be identified (Wild Purbeck). 

 

2.3.2 Education and learning  

All the NIA partnerships have designed and delivered activities with the explicit objective of 
providing education and learning benefits for children and adults.  This is in addition to other NIA 
partnership activities relating to biodiversity and volunteering which often have an educational or 
learning component.  The benefits of these activities include better understanding of the 
environment, using the environment as a forum for enhanced learning about other subjects, and 
accrediting individuals with formal qualifications. 

Three NIA partnerships (Dearne Valley, Morecambe Bay and North Devon) reported against the 
ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ΨƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǾƛǎƛǘǎΩ48

.  At the end of Year 2 a total of 11,739 people had 
participated in educational visits within these NIAs.  Other data49 indicates that all the NIA 
partnerships have engaged with schools and further education colleges.  The majority of these 
activities involve schools visiting NIA sites and visitor centres to learn about the environment, to 
undertake cross-curriculum activities (such as art) or to support volunteering via surveys and 
practical activities. 

The NIA partnerships are also visiting schools to talk about their work and how school groups can get 
involved.  For example, Birmingham and Black Country and Wild Purbeck are working with schools to 
look at possibilities for improving on-site biodiversity linked to educational outcomes, and Nene 
Valley attended the Royal Agricultural College to talk about the work and objectives of the NIA 
partnership and to teach the students about the concepts behind the NIA programme. 

The provision of adult training particularly for teachers, such as a grassland flower identification 
course for teachers (Morecambe Bay) or the development of primary school curriculum materials 
related to ecosystem services (Northern Devon), means that educational and learning benefits could 
potentially multiply and be sustained beyond the NIA grant funding period. 

The NIA partnerships are also working with volunteers, contractors and students to provide training 
and / or capacity building.  Much of this work relates to developing the surveying and practical land 
management skills of those involved.  These activities provide the individuals with new skills and 
ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

2.3.3 Symbolic, spiritual and aesthetic benefits  

Much of the work of the NIA partnerships is contributing to symbolic, spiritual, and aesthetic 
benefits, as well as wider cultural ecosystem services.  Some partnerships have developed projects 
and initiatives explicitly seeking to enhance these benefits50.  Box 2.6 presents the case study Down 
to Earth in Meres and Mosses NIA.  Other examples include: 

                                                                 
48 Educational visits are calculated as being the number of participants in educational visits organised by the NIA partnership.  An 
educational visit is defined as any organised visit to an NIA site or centre (e.g. visitor centre) which has an explicit educational objective.  
They also include visits to schools by NIA partner staff with an educational objective. 
49 I.e. the NIA quarterly Progress Reports and interviews with NIAs in May ς June 2014. 
50 Note that progress and achievements related to cultural ecosystem services may overlap with other benefits such as those described 
under health and wellbeing and education and learning, as well as uniting communities.  For example, improving access to and enhancing 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ŏultural 
ecosystem services. 
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¶ Commissioning of a sculpture in Hadleigh Country Park (Greater Thames Marshes) by the 
NIA partnership (with the Arts Council).  This is intended to enhance iƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ 
understanding of the environment along this section of the Essex coast.  A Ψ.ƛƎ tƛŎǘǳǊŜ 
ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩ has also been organised in Greater Thames Marshes, with the 
aim of generating photographs ǘƘŀǘ άŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ƻǳǊ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜέΦ  5ǳǊƛƴƎ 
early 2014 a series of photography workshops were hosted and a panel of judges chosen.  
The winner will be chosen in Year 3. 

¶ Work with local community groups in Northern Devon to identify and create community 
wildlife spaces.  It is intended that these areas will be managed by these groups with the 
aim of achieving Local Nature Reserves / Community Woodland designation. 

¶ The IƛŘŘŜƴ DŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ Ψ5ƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ȅƻǳǊ 5ŜŀǊƴŜ ±ŀƭƭŜȅΩ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ involve engaging local 
communities through a series of walks and explorations around the local landscape, 
supported by traditional stories and using local knowledge for discussions around past uses 
of the land. 

Box 2.6: Summary of project delivering spiritual, cultural and aesthetic benefits 

Meres and Mosses NIA  - Down to earth  

The project hoped to encourage a wider range of 
people to explore and enjoy the Meres and 
Mosses landscape and to create opportunities for 
people to become practically involved.  It also 
hoped to restore historical features, such as 
artefacts from the peat cutting heritage of the 
area, by working with multiple stakeholders such 
as Natural England and local community 
members.  

The project used substantial community 
engagement.  This helped understand what 
people knew of their area and to introduce 
individuals who had knowledge about its history 

and environment.  Activities included local 
history days and bus tours with groups of 
interested individuals. 

The project also consulted with the local community to increase understanding of what they valued about 
their landscape, what issues affect it and how they might develop projects to improve it.  This brought 
together people who have always lived in the area and newcomers. It also led to the formation of a local 
history group who meet to share information about the history of the area and also to record and archive this 
information.  The project is ongoing and is directly influencing NIA partnership decision-making. 

 

2.3.4 Supporting ecosystem services  

The main supporting ecosystem services reported on by NIA partnerships relates to pollinators.  
Three NIA partnerships provided information on their achievements in supporting pollinators.  Box 
2.7 presents examples of NIA partnership activities and achievements in this area. 

Bill Almark old peat worker talks. Photo credit: Luke Neal 
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Box 2.7: Selected examples of activities to enhance supporting ecosystem services 

¶ Birmingham and Black Country reported on the area of habitat identified (by the partnership) as being 
particularly important for pollinators, and recorded an increase of 156ha from baseline (3,656ha) to the 
end of Year 2 (3,812ha). 

¶ To support bumble bees, Dark Peak has sought to enhance pollen and nectar availability through the 
introduction of a άōǳƳōƭŜ ōŜŜέ ƳƛȄ ƻŦ ǿƛƭŘ ǎŜŜŘ on selected plots.  This comprised a mix of red clover, 
birds- foot trefoil, musk mallow and black knapweed. 

¶ A University of Northampton PhD student in the Nene Valley has been collecting data that will be used 
to model habitat predictors for pollinators.  The project is looking at how the lowland British countryside 
supports major groups of wild pollinators. 

 

2.3.5 Regulating ecosystem services  

NIA partnership progress and achievements in relation to regulating ecosystem services include: 
managing habitat for improved water quality; projects to increase carbon sequestration in NIAs; and 
ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŦƭƻƻŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ  .ƻȄ нΦу ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ 
activities and achievements to enhance regulating services. 

Box 2.8: Selected examples of activities to enhance regulating ecosystem services 

¶ Three NIA partnerships (Dark Peak, Northern Devon and South Downs) recorded the area of habitat 
managed to improve water quality, with a total of 10,046.4ha reported at the end of Year 2.  This 
includes actions such as: improving blanked bog 
conditions (Dark Peak); land managed with soil 
aerators (Northern Devon); and land considered to be 
ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 
(South Downs).  

¶ Three NIA partnerships reported on watercourse 
management: Birmingham and Black Country 
recorded an increase in length of watercourse 
managed to improve its condition from 2.1km at 
baseline to 3.5km in Year 2; and Dark Peak recorded 
2.5km of gullies blocked (to reduce sediment loss), 
from a baseline of 0.35km.  Nene Valley reported on 
the creation of two-stage channels to manage flood 
risk. 

¶ Dearne Valley reported on carbon storage and 
sequestration associated with tree whip planting.  They calculated that resultant woodland creation will 
lead to sequestration of approximately 2,660 tCO2e

51
 over 100 years based on planting to the end of Year 

2. 

¶ Morecambe Bay reported on tonnes of carbon stored and sequestered per unit area of land managed for 
carbon benefits.  Raised bog restoration work and woodland management activity was reported to have 
secured carbon storage and sequestration of 2,511tCO2e

52
 per year based on 10 years of habitat 

management (from 2012/13). 

¶ Restoration of floodplain habitat through direct land management targeting over 88ha to provide flood 

                                                                 
51 tCO2e means tonnes of CO2 equivalents.  Based on the average CO2 emissions per household (excluding transport) in the UK was 5.6 
tonnes in 2010 (Palmer & Cooper, 2012).  Thus a calculated saving of the equivalent of 2,660 tonnes of CO2 equates to the average annual 
emissions of 475 households. 
52 Morecambe Bay NIA partnership reported that this relates to 93ha LRB (Lowland Raised Bog) restoration (allowing for 1ha of Ireland 
Moss) (231.6t CO2/yr. rising to 614t CO2/yr. after 10 years) and 292ha of woodland under woodfuel management (1,898t CO2/yr. or 
23,360t CO2/ coppice cycle).  Note metric should be saving per year 10 years after restoration.  Based on the average annual CO2 emissions 
per household (2010) of 5.6 tonnes (excluding transport) the total of 2,511 tCO2e equates to the average annual emissions of 448 
households. 

Creating a two-stage channel for improved flood 
management, September 2013 (Nene Valley).  Photo 
credit: Simon Whitton 
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storage, wetland creation, including installation of water control structures and river restoration works 
(Dearne Valley). 

2.3.6 Provisioning ecosystem services  

The NIAs already generate a large amount of provisioning ecosystem services, for example through 
food production from agriculture, raw materials from woodlands and the fresh water provided by 
rivers and aquifers.  NIA partnerships are also seeking to enhance provisioning services, for example: 
by encouraging sustainable agricultural production; managing woodlands sustainably; and 
generating opportunities from natural products, such as woodland products53.  Box 2.9 presents 
examples of NIA partnership activities and achievements to enhance provisioning ecosystem 
services. 

Box 2.9: Selected examples of activities to enhance provisioning ecosystem services 

¶ In Nene Valley an NIA Land Adviser has been visiting landowners, to encourage and provide advice on 
the implementation of sustainable land management practices, including delivery of Higher Level 
Stewardship (HLS). 

¶ In Morecambe Bay, two sustainable community woodfuel projects are in progress with trained volunteer 
groups working with landowners and contractors to manage networks of woodland sites.  In addition, 12 
community woodfuel groups have been established to develop the woodfuel chain. 

¶ NIA partnerships have developed marketable, naturally sourced products, such as: briquettes developed 
from harvested reed (Humberhead Levels); and the sale of local venison (Wild Purbeck).  Investigations 
are being made to develop products such as biofuel from material derived from hedgerow management 
(Northern Devon) and heathland management (Wild Purbeck). 

2.3.7 Contribution to the local economy  

This sub-ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
benefits.  Based on NIA partnership reporting, at least six54

 are explicitly seeking to deliver economic 
benefits.  These NIA partnerships use two main approaches to deliver these benefits: supporting the 
production and exchange of natural products - particularly woodfuel; and place based marketing (i.e. 
promoting the NIA and the importance of the natural environment).  Selected examples from two 
NIA partnerships are presented in Boxes 2.10 and 2.11. 

Box 2.10: Production and exchange of natural products in Wild Purbeck 

¶ The Wild Purbeck NIA has appointed a Woodland Apprentice who has been delivering a project managed 
by one of the NIA partners (Dorset Wildlife Trust) as part of the NIA business plan.  This coppicing work 
has created workplace opportunities for the individual.  The NIA partnership has also supported 
practitioner training for A Level 4 BASIS Foundation Award in Agronomy. 

¶ Wild Purbeck has been reviewing biomass arising from heathland management.  A commissioned report 
suggested that from good management and the application of appropriate technology, the Purbeck 
heathlands could yield 2,000MWh

55
; comparable with the annual output of a 1MW wind turbine, or six 

hectares of solar panels.  There remain challenges as heathland biomass production is low grade, 
variable, and logistically expensive-to-harvest by-product.  The NIA partnership is continuing to explore 
the feasibility of this project. 

Source: NIA Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports, summaries, case studies and interviews. 

 

                                                                 
53 Note that there are potential overlaps between enhancing provisioning ecosystem services with some of the other topics considered 
under the benefits that nature provides, notably the contribution to the local economy (see section 2.3.7).   
54 Birmingham and Black Country, North Devon, Morecambe Bay, Marlborough Downs, South Downs and Wild Purbeck. 
55 MWh = megawatt hours, or the equivalent of one million watts of energy generation per hour. 
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Box 2.11: Woodfuel Project and placed based marketing in Morecambe Bay 

¶ The Morecambe Bay Woodfuel Project is an NIA funded project which is improving the extent of, and 
management of woodlands within the NIA.  As part of this the NIA partnership sought to develop 
commercial and community capacity in the use of woodfuel products.  The project is reported to have led 
to economic benefits, including: 

o Approximately 187ha of woodland is being managed for woodfuel and biodiversity benefit. This 
will give a minimum of 11,000 tons of timber and firewood entering the local woodfuel market.  

o £444,000 in Woodland Improvement Grants received. 
o Work for 52 local woodland management contractors (often small businesses). 
o 12 community woodfuel groups continue to be developed and supported. 
o A directory of local business that provide woodfuel and/or wood management services. 

¶ Morecambe Bay NIA has also been looking at how the natural environment can be used to enhance the 
attractiveness of the area to visitors and investors.  Specifically, Morecambe Bay NIA has been exploring 
the possibilities of working with businesses to identify opportunities for place based marketing.  For 
example, they have been developing a nature tourism business network with over 110 local business 
participating.  The network has helped the NIA partnership produce a Sense of Place Toolkit including 10 
ΨbŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ¸ƻǳǊ 5ƻƻǊǎǘŜǇΩ DǳƛŘŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻǇ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜΦ  
They have also undertaken tourist surveys and other work to better understand what visitors most enjoy 
about the Morecambe Bay NIA with a focus on the natural environment.  Other non-NIA initiatives relate 
to this work, such as efforts to develop a new destination brand for the Morecambe Bay area. 

Source: NIA Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports, summaries, case studies and interviews. 

2.4 Uniting local communities, land managers and businesses  

Examples of progress and achievements relating to collaborative working with local communities, 
land managers and businesses are explored in this section.  These are grouped under the following 
topics: community engagement and empowerment; creating and strengthening social networks; and 
working with landowners.  NIA partnerships are also bringing different types of organisation 
together, with businesses involved as partners in 10 of the NIA partnerships. 

2.4.1 Community engagement and empowerment  

All the NIA partnerships have engaged with their local communities, through activities such as: 
organising and participating in events; engaging local people as volunteers; reaching out to schools 
and community groups to provide education and hands-on learning opportunities; and encouraging 
community involvement in decision-making.  Some examples of community engagement include: 

¶ The Birmingham Open Spaces Forum (Birmingham and Black Country) has worked to raise 
the profile of the NIA partnership, with the aim of helping community groups become more 
involved in NIA projects.  The forum has also encouraged groups to network with each other. 

¶ In Dearne Valley a community group workshop was held to agree on a mutually acceptable 
habitat / flood water design for a project related to dyke restoration. 

¶ Nene Valley established a pilot Community Panel that met three times in Year 2.  Given the 
success of the pilot, two more panels are to be set up in Year 3 of the project.  Similarly 
Northern Devon has established a Community Forum to encourage community input to 
decision-making. 

¶ In Morecambe Bay a community engagement programme has developed a community 
engagement plan and established six community liaison/action groups. 

.ƻȄ нΦмн ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘǿƻ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ 
activities. 
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Box 2.12: Examples of community empowerment  

Nene Valley ς Community Panel Public Dialogue Project 

This project, part funded by Sciencewise
56

, sought to bring together members of the public to engage with the 
technical and scientific issues relating the management of the Northampton Washlands. 

¢ƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ tŀƴŜƭΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ 
individuals involved were chosen to represent a spread of interests relevant to the site, including: bird 
ǿŀǘŎƘŜǊǎΤ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎǘǎΤ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƎ ǿŀƭƪŜǊǎΦ  9ƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ 
users and made up of members of the public was a priority for the NIA partnership. 

The Panel talked with key stakeholders such as the RSPB, farmers, Natural England and Wildlife Trust to 
understand the disturbance issues experienced on the site. 

The Panel developed a management plan for the site with the aim of ensuring that the range of existing users 
will all still be able to enjoy the site.  The Panel has ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ 
they can continue to work with the public to implement the management plan.  NIA partners are working with 
them to create this. 

Birmingham and the Black Country ς Castle Vale Meadows 

The NIA partnership is creating new and restoring old meadows across the NIA.  One example is Castle Vale 
Meadows in Birmingham where over 5 hectares of new meadow were created on a capped landfill site which 
was once part of a Spitfire testing airfield.  Here two separate meadows were created by adding green hay 
from two different SSSI donor sites.  Much of the physical work was undertaken with volunteers. 

The Community Environmental Trust used the project to bring local residents and community groups together 
to make improvements to their local green space by spreading the hay across the site.  The site will be 
managed with an annual cut and collect ς it is hoped that volunteers will assist with this. 

Source: NIA Case Studies. 

2.4.2 Creating and strengthening social networks  

The NIA partnerships are helping to create and strengthen social networks by bringing groups 
together under common areas of interest and providing opportunities for people to volunteer and 
socialise together and connect with their natural environment.  Examples of contributions to local 
social networks include: 

¶ The Hidden Gems project in the Dearne Valley which brings together individuals from across 
the community to talk to farmers and local residents about the history and environment of 
the area. 

¶ Open Farm Sundays (Marlborough Downs) hosted by local farmers and organised by the NIA 
Community & Outreach delivery group.  One such event attracted almost 1,000 people, 
including stall holders, volunteers and members of the public. 

2.4.3 Working with land managers  

Based on the outcomes of interviews with the NIA partnerships in May ς June 2014, the work of NIA 
partnerships in advising landowners appears to have been a success.  The NIA grant funding has 
ensured the availability of farm or land management advisers to raise awareness of environmental 
practices, encourage joint-working and provide advice on funding opportunities.  One NIA 
partnership, for example, said that while it may be άΧ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ 
conservation in three years [it] is possible to change attitudes ... Cannot underestimate this step 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ. 

Other NIA partnerships expressed that the establishment of the partnership has allowed people 
working across their areas to have άǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƭƭ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊέ and that 

                                                                 
56 See: http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/nature-improvement-areas/ 

http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/nature-improvement-areas/
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άƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ [between conservation groups and landowners] taking place that 
probably would not have happeneŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ bL!έΦ 

Examples of engagement with landowners and land managers include: 

¶ In Northern Devon, NIA advisers have been working with landowners and managers from 
initial visits through to grant applications, and supporting practical work to deliver ongoing 
environmental outcomes through improved land management. 

¶ The farm conservation advice project in Greater Thames Marshes, which undertook 
introductory farms visits to meet farmers and to discuss follow up visits for breeding bird 
surveys and care and maintenance advice.  Farmer discussion group meetings have also 
been held with local farmers. 

¶ South Downs have established a farm conservation advice service, which lead to 
participation in five conservation advice events attended by approximately 80 farmers in 
total. 

2.5 Becoming places of inspiration and innovation  

2.5.1 Research and innovation  

The NIA programme is itself experimental.  The initial NIA partnerships are testing the approach of 
partnership-led landscape-scale intervention.  An outcome of the initial NIA partnerships will be 
learning lessons on the successes and challenges.  In addition, specific activities are being 
coordinated or initiated by all NIA partnerships that are either contributing to research or are 
innovative.  Four of the NIA partnerships include universities among their partners57, and 11 of the 
12 initial NIA partnerships have reported on research being undertaken in collaboration with 
universities or research institutes.  There is evidence of research and innovation across many of the 
types of activity the NIA partnerships are engaged in. 

Examples of NIA partnerships working with universities include: 

¶ Involving university researchers in specific aspects of work in the NIA partnership, such as 
a study in Birmingham and Black Country by Wolverhampton University that has helped to 
develop restoration techniques for grasslands / meadow; and  

¶ Involving students in research activities, such as a PhD student from Sheffield University 
undertaking research in Humberhead Levels looking at ecosystem services in the context of 
the NIA; in particular carbon analysis, water management, water quality and connectivity 
and socio-economic services. 

Innovation and research activities are also related to practical habitat restoration or creation and 
land-management techniques.  Examples include:  

¶ trialling grassland plots for invertebrates, wildflowers and house sparrows in Dearne Valley; 
and  

¶ a restoration and research facility in the Dark Peak mapping peat depth to assess carbon 
storage and support habitat restoration.   

Research studies have also sought to understand and contribute to the practical delivery of 
landscape scale conservation / nature improvement, for example Meres and Mosses are preparing a 

                                                                 
57 Birmingham and Black Country, Nene Valley, South Downs Way Ahead and Wild Purbeck. 
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research paper on the practical application of the Lawton Principles (Lawton et al., 2010)58 with a 
focus on connectivity within the NIA. 

Innovation is demonstrated in relation to engaging with the public and stakeholders, such as farmers 
and land managers, often in the context of changes to land-use associated with restoration or 
habitat creation.  One example is the farm focus group and a farm advice project in Greater Thames 
Marshes. 

Research is also being conducted in other areas of study, for example work initiated on a Climate 
Change Adaptation Plan in Wild Purbeck, and climate modelling in Northern Devon (with the Met 
Office). 

2.5.2 Learning and sharing  

The NIA partnerships are implementing locally specific business plans and objectives, but working 
towards the same overall objectives.  A key aspect of the NIA programme is to encourage knowledge 
exchange and learning between NIA partnerships (and between individual partners within NIA 
partnerships).  A dedicated knowledge exchange web-tool (Huddle) has been used by NIA 
partnerships. 

In the first two years of the funding period, four NIA Best Practise Network events (Natural England, 
2014a) have been organised and hosted by NIA partnerships: grasslands and landscape delivery 
(hosted by Northern Devon, September 2012); NIAs and planning (hosted by Dearne Valley, March 
2013); ecosystem approach and ecosystem services (hosted by South Downs, September 2013); and 
people, place and economy (hosted by Nene Valley, February 2014).  In addition, ten climate 
adaptation workshops (Atkins, 2013) have taken place (led by Natural England) and three NIAs are 
participating in a Sciencewise project to enhance public dialogue59. 

bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ όǎŜŜ sub-section 2.3) have 
provided opportunities for learning and education as well as knowledge exchange.  All NIA 
partnerships have held events, created websites and developed publicity materials such as 
newsletters.  For example, Marlborough Downs has a dedicated website, and has produced 
quarterly newsletters and other communication materials60. 

2.5.3 Surveying and monitoring  

{ǳǊǾŜȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
funding agreement objectives using the NIA M&E Framework and indicators (CEP, 2014a), as well as 
the surveying and monitoring by partnerships to collect and collate data on, for example, locally 
important habitats and species.  The efforts of NIA partnerships in completing their M&E obligations 
are reported in Section 6. 

Box 2.13 presents selected examples of surveying and monitoring activities undertaken by the NIA 
partnerships. 

                                                                 
58 The Making Space for Nature review chaired by Professor John Lawton set out what needed to be done to ensure that England has a 
robust ecological network that is capable of responding to the challenges of climate change and other pressures.  Making Space for 
Nature, included guiding principles and 24 specific recommendations, and summed up what needs to be done in four words: more, bigger, 
better and joined. 
59 See: http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/nature-improvement-areas/  
60 See: http://www.mdnia.org.uk/index.html 

http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/nature-improvement-areas/
http://www.mdnia.org.uk/index.html
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Box 2.13: Selected examples of surveying and monitoring activities 

¶ Monitoring of a project to increase the number of species inhabiting grasslands through the creation of 
meadows on former industrial sites (Birmingham and Black Country) by a PhD student from the University 
of Wolverhampton. 

¶ Surveys have been used to explore the potential to reconnect lowland calcareous grassland parcels 
through management, restoration and creation or grasslands (Marlborough Downs). 

¶ Species surveying including: 
o Water vole surveying (including training of volunteers) in Dearne Valley and Meres and Mosses. 
o Surveys and surveyor training for butterflies and farmland birds surveys (Marlborough Downs). 
o Engagement of volunteers in butterfly monitoring (Morecambe Bay). 
o Breeding bird survey and ongoing wetland bird monitoring (Nene Valley). 

Source: NIA Year 2 quarterly Progress Reports and annual summaries. 
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3. Evaluation of Biodiversity Outcomes and Impacts  

Key messages from Year 2: Biodiversity at the end of year 2 

ω bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-assessment of progress against funding agreement objectives related to 
biodiversity outcomes, indicate that at the end of Year 2 they are making good progress: 73% of 
objectives were assessed as being on, or ahead of, schedule; 24% were assessed as not in line 
with original milestones but where satisfactory or good progress had been made; and only one 
objective across all the NIA partnerships was assessed as having no, little or only some progress. 

ω Just over 10% of the total extent of priority habitat within all NIAs is subject to new 
management actions by NIA partners under the NIA programme. 

ω The reported extent of land managed by NIA partners under the NIA programme to restore or 
create priority habitat at the end of Year 2 was 7,451ha and the area managed to maintain or 
enhance priority habitat was 11,342ha. 

ω Lowland Grassland and Heath is the dominant habitat grouping where new management 
actions by NIA partners under the NIA programme are underway or complete, with nearly 18% 
of the total area of these habitats in the NIAs being subject to management. 

ω NIA partnerships are actively improving data and knowledge of species status in their areas 
through species surveys, and there are numerous examples where NIA partnerships have 
initiated habitat management to meet the needs of species. 

ω Discussion and sharing of experience among the NIA partnerships of the comparative indicator 

of connectivity and its use in the consideration of conservation actions appears to have been a 

useful outcome.  NIA partnerships have also undertaken research and tested approaches and 

shared experiences in delivering and measuring habitat connectivity on a landscape scale. 

3.1 Introduction  

This part of the evaluation considers the extent to which NIA partnerships have contributed to 
biodiversity outcomes and impacts across the NIAs.  In particular, it evaluates NIA partnership 
contributions within the NIA programme to: priority habitats; focal and widespread species; the 
management of invasive and non-native species; and improved habitat connectivity. 

3.1.1 Data sources used in this section  

The interim evaluation of biodiversity outcomes and impacts is based on analysis of information and 
data from the following sources: 

¶ the M&E indicators under the Biodiversity theme, as entered into the online reporting tool: 

o Habitat sub-theme: Extent of existing priority habitat managed to maintain / 
improve its condition (core); Extent of areas managed to restore/create habitat 
(core); Proportion of SSSIs in favourable or recovering condition (optional); Total 
extent of habitat (core). 

o Species sub-theme: Extent of habitat managed to secure species-specific needs 
(optional); Status of widespread species (optional); Status of focal species (optional); 
Control of invasive non-native species (optional). 

o Habitat connectivity sub-theme: Optional indicator of habitat connectivity (optional); 
Comparative indicator of habitat connectivity (core). 
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Note: a table summarising ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ aϧ9 ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ǎŜƭŜction and data entry 
(using the online reporting tool) is included in Appendix 1. 

¶ NIA partnership self-reporting on progress through quarterly Progress Reports and annual 
Progress Summaries as submitted to Natural England. 

¶ Other NIA partnership generated documents and information such as: NIA partnership 
websites; and supporting documentation uploaded to the online reporting tool. 

¶ Data provided by Natural England: nationally-derived data relevant to biodiversity and 
related ecosystem service proxies (e.g. priority habitat information).  These have been used 
as indicators by some NIA partnerships, but are derived across all NIAs. 

3.1.2 Summary of the interim evaluation of biodiversity outcomes and impacts  

This section considers the evaluation questions set out in Table 3.1.  This also presents headlines 
from the interim evaluation against each evaluation question.  Further detail to support the interim 
evaluation headlines in Table 3.1 is provided in the key messages at the start of this section and the 
following sub-sections. 

As the evaluation is at an interim stage there was no expectation that NIA partnerships would have 
completed delivery or achieved all expected outcomes.  Many outcomes and impacts of the NIA 
ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ the wider NIA programme will not be seen until after the end of the NIA 
grant funded period (after 2015). 

In evaluating biodiversity outcomes and impacts, it is important to recognise some caveats in 
interpreting the available data: 

¶ Given the short timescale since the NIA partnerships were established, it is generally not yet 
possible to evaluate biodiversity impacts.  This is due to time lags between action and 
impact.  For example, even where habitat management may have been put in place, it may 
take some years before the full effect of that action (i.e. impact) becomes apparent, such as 
improved habitat condition, or improved status of key species.   

¶ The NIA partnerships reporting via the online tool records activities as underway, complete 
or planned.  ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘΩ ƳŜŀƴs the action to initiate the management activity has 
been completed, rather than the management activity itself having been completed which 
may need  ongoing activity to be effective. 

¶ The nature of some of the data and/or the way in which some indicators are reported by NIA 
partnerships present some challenges to aggregating data across NIAs; for example, the way 
in which habitat types are assigned, and the consistency with which habitat/species 
management actions undertaken by partners are recorded as part of the NIA programme. 

¶ Similar challenges exist in determining the extent to which NIA partnership activity itself has 
contributed to improvements or changes in habitats, species or connectivity, as opposed to 
management activity that may have already been underway prior to the NIAs being 
established, or other activity that is ongoing in the NIA, which may or may not be recorded 
as occurring under the NIA programme. 

3.1.3 Progress against NIA partnership objectives relevant to biodiversity  

NIA partnership funding agreement objectives are more related to biodiversity outcomes than any 
other theme.  Of the total number of NIA partnership objectives (60), 42% (41 objectives) concern 
biodiversity.  In analysing the NIA partnership objectives, these have been grouped as being 
primarily focussed on: habitats; species; or connectivity.  In practice, most objectives will be 
delivering multiple benefits. 
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Table 3.1: Biodiversity evaluation questions and interim evaluation headlines 
Questions 
To what extent have 
bL!ǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻΧ 

Sub-questions Interim evaluation headlines 

Improved, 
restored or 
created habitats? 

1) What improvements have been 
made to the area of priority habitats 
through restoration or creation in 
NIAs; and to what extent have NIA 
partnerships contributed to these 
improvements?  

¶ NIA partnerships have been delivering actions to 
restore or create a total of 7,451ha of priority 
habitats. 

¶ 15% of these activities are reported as completed 
(the rest underway) at the end of Year 2. 
[Sub-section 3.2.1] 

2) What improvements have been 
made to the maintenance of priority 
habitats in NIAs; and to what extent 
have NIA partnerships contributed to 
these improvements? 

¶ NIA partnerships have been delivering actions to 
maintain and improve a total of 11,342ha of 
priority habitats. 

¶ Approximately 10% of the total area of priority 
habitat across all NIAs is subject to NIA 
partnership activity under the NIA programme. 
[Sub-section 3.2.1] 

3) What improvements have there 
been in the condition of existing 
designated wildlife sites (SSSIs) 
within NIAs; and to what extent have 
NIA partnerships contributed to 
these improvements? 

¶ The data suggest a decline ƛƴ ΨCŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ 
across the NIAs, ōǳǘ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ Ψ¦ƴŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜ 
ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎΩ. 

¶ This is likely to reflect SSSI re-assessment survey 
effort rather than actual change ς except those 
examples where the NIA partnerships have 
reported specific programme delivery on SSSIs. 
[Sub-section 3.2.3] 

4) How much has the total extent of 
habitat changed 
(increased/decreased) within the 
NIAs; and to what extent have NIA 
partnerships contributed to these 
changes? 

¶ See sub-questions 1 and 2. 

¶ The dataset used is not sufficiently sensitive to 
monitor year on year change, hence there is no 
effective baseline total extent recorded against 
which to compare Year 2 totals. 
[Sub-section 3.2.2] 

Improved species 
status? 

5) What improvements have been 
made to the status of widespread or 
focal species or species groups in 
NIAs; and to what extent have NIA 
partnerships contributed to these 
improvements? 

¶ NIA partnerships are delivering habitat activities 
targeting specific species needs. 

¶ {ǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ Řŀǘŀ suggest fluctuations which 
may or may not be related to NIA partnership 
activity ς except in those examples where the NIA 
partnerships have reported specific programme 
delivery targeting species. 
[Sub-section 3.3.1] 

6) What improvements been made to 
Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ 
needs; and to what extent have NIA 
partnerships contributed to these 
improvements? 

¶ NIA partnerships are delivering habitat activities 
supporting specific species needs, though the 
extent to which these activities are affecting 
species status cannot be judged after only two 
years. [Sub-section 3.3.2] 

7) What improvements have been 
made to the control of invasive or 
non-native species; and to what 
extent have NIA partnerships 
contributed to these improvements? 

¶ Only one NIA partnership provided data on the 
ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀǎƛǾŜ ƴƻƴ-native 
ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩΦ ώ{ǳō-section 3.3.3] 

Improved 
connectivity? 

8) What improvement has been made 
to ecological connectivity and 
reduced habitat vulnerability to 
future change (e.g. creating or 
restoring areas of habitat or other 
activities); and to what extent have 
NIA partnerships contributed to 
these improvements? 

¶ NIA partnerships have undertaken research and 
tested approaches to delivering and measuring 
habitat connectivity.  

¶ The habitat connectivity indicator remains a 
challenge and open to debate.  It is therefore 
difficult to judge the effect of NIA partnership 
actions on connectivity at this stage. 
[Sub-section 3.4] 
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!ƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-
assessment of the level of progress they have made towards project outcomes, and whether 
progress is in line with the original milestones61.  Figure 3.1 illustrates progress under each of their 
objectives judged to be relevant to biodiversity using a traffic light system.  Figure 3.1 shows that at 
the end of Year 2 the NIA partnerships are making good progress in delivering against objectives 
relevant to biodiversity outcomes and impacts: 30 of the 41 objectives (73%) related to biodiversity 
outcomes were assessed as on, or ahead of, target; 10 objectives were assessed as not in line with 
original milestones, but where satisfactory or good progress had been made; and only one 
objective62 across all the NIA partnerships was assessed as including outcomes with none or only 
some progress.  

NIA partnerships have indicated why certain objectives are not in-line with original milestones, for 
example: delays associated with land acquisition; a change of focus towards other objectives 
following feasibility assessment of initial milestones; and, adverse weather conditions causing delays 
in project commencement. 

Figure 3.1: Self-assessment of progress ς NIA partnership objectives relevant to biodiversity 

 
Source: NIA self-assessment of progress as reported in the 4

th
 quarterly Progress Reports 

Note: The method used to generate this figure is explained in Appendix 2  
Key to shading: Green - on or ahead of schedule; Amber - not in line with original schedule but where satisfactory or good 
progress has been made; and Red - Little or no progress made and behind schedule. 

3.2 Habitats  

3.2.1 Area of habitat managed  

Within the NIAs as a whole, the total area of land managed by NIA partnerships under the NIA 
programme to restore or create priority habitat, and the total area of existing priority habitats 
managed in order to maintain or improve its condition amount to 7,451ha and 11,342ha 
respectively.  By the end of Year 2, only a small proportion of these totals represent completed 
action; most of the actions are reported by the NIA partnerships as being underway (85% and 89% 
respectively).  The NIA partnerships have planned actions on a further 2,889ha for maintenance and 

                                                                 
61 Based on the information in ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ¸ŜŀǊ н пth Quarter Progress Reports and analysis by the M&E Phase 2 team ς see 
Appendix 2. 
62 Meres and MoǎǎŜǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ōǳŦŦŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊǎΤ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ 
corridors between hydrological isolated water bodes as intended proved not to be feasible and the focus is instead now on the bigger and 
better themes, and using stepping stones rather than corridors. 
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condition improvement of priority habitat and planned actions across 2,518ha for the creation and 
restoration of priority habitat. 

The NIA partnerships have reported on linear habitat actions (for example hedgerows, rivers and 
riparian buffers, canals and wood margin habitats), with, to the end of Year 2, 87km of boundary and 
linear priority habitat restored or created, 183km managed to maintain or improve condition; with 
work recorded as planned on a further 18km of habitat. 

To what extent have NIA partnerships contributed to these improvements?   

The indicator protocols for the two core indicators63 required NIA partnerships to report against a 
zero baseline (i.e. no NIA partnership actions before the NIA programme commenced in April 2012).  
In practice, 10 of the 12 initial NIA partnerships64 reported a baseline of zero, while the remaining 
two NIA partnerships reported existing areas of managed habitat as their baseline65.  These non-zero 
baselines have been reported in error in the Online Reporting Tool and the full extent of the habitat 
actions reported therefore can be attributed to NIA partnership activities under the NIA programme. 

The data on priority habitat management indicates that all of the NIA partnerships have been 
involved in the coordination and delivery of habitat management activity under the NIA programme 
within their areas.  From the current data, it was not possible to determine whether some or all of 
this activity might have taken place in the absence of the NIA partnerships.  Interviews with the NIA 
partnerships completed in May-June 201466 suggest that they have been instrumental in much of 
this activity: 50% of the NIA partnerships interviewed were of the view that without being part of 
the NIA programme, the essential partnership and collaborative activities that were fundamental to 
delivery of  the proposed objectives would not have been established, while 70% suggested that the 
investment by the NIA programme had allowed them to introduce and galvanise activities towards 
project outcomes that would not have occurred in the absence of such financial assistance. 

Habitat creation, restoration and maintenance projects that may be underway or completed do not 
in themselves provide evidence of positive impacts, only that the measures have been put in place 
that are intended to deliver biodiversity impact; it may take many years for that impact to be 
realised. 

3.2.2 Total extent of habitat  

Natural England data on total extent of priority habitats within the NIAs (Priority Habitats Inventory, 
!ǇǊƛƭ нлмпύΣ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ maintenance or improvement 
activity (underway or completed) indicates that: by the end of Year 2 the total extent of existing 
priority habitat actions across the NIAs amounted to 10,070ha underway and 1,272ha completed.  
This equates to 10.25% of the total estimated extent of priority habitat of 110,623ha across all NIAs. 

Figure 3.2 illustrates the priority habitat types (grouped for ease of presentation) that are the focus 
of management across the NIAs through activities underway or completed as part of the NIA 
programme.  This is compared to the total extent of these priority habitat types within the NIAs as a 
whole. 

Lowland Grassland and Heath is the grouping of priority habitat types where there is most activity 
underway or complete in NIAs, with nearly 18% of the total area of this habitat group in the NIAs 
being subject to NIA maintenance/improvement actions.  The dominance of this habitat group in 
these activities may reflect the nature and location of the NIAs and the dominance of this habitat 

                                                                 
63 Extent of existing priority habitat managed to maintain / improve its condition; Extent of areas managed to restore/create habitat. 
64 Birmingham and Black Country; Dark Peak; Greater Thames Marshes; Humberhead Levels; Marlborough Downs; Morecambe Bay; Nene 
Valley; Northern Devon; South Downs; Wild Purbeck. 
65 Dearne Valley and Meres and Mosses 
66 Representatives from 10 NIA partnerships were interviewed: Birmingham and Black Country; Greater Thames Marshes; Humberhead 
Levels; Marlborough Downs; Meres and Mosses; Morecambe Bay; Nene Valley; Northern Devon; South Downs; Wild Purbeck 



  November 2014 

Monitoring and Evaluation of NIAs:  
Year 2 (2013-14) Progress Report 34 Collingwood Environmental Planning 

type.  This category includes purple moor grass and rush pasture for which 76% (1,220ha) of the 
total area across the NIAs (1,601ha) for this specific priority habitat type is subject to NIA habitat 
maintenance/improvement activity.  There is 9ha of coastal habitat (all saltmarsh in Greater Thames 
Marshes) subject to NIA partnership maintenance or improvement activity (0.06% of the total area 
of coastal habitat in all NIAs).  A further 4.44ha of saltmarsh in the Greater Thames Marshes is the 
subject of NIA restoration/creation action. 

Many of these management actions represented in Figure 3.2 are applied over small sites, but 
collectively contribute to a substantial proportion of certain priority habitat types across the NIAs 
(see Table 3.2). 

These data reflect the status at the end of Year 2.  The picture of activity completed or underway 
may change by the end of Year 3 for these broad habitat groupings. 

It was not possible to judge whether there has been any increase or decrease in total extent of 
priority habitat, and therefore the extent to which the NIA partnerships have contributed to any 
change in total extent of priority habitats through Years 1 and 2. 

 
Figure 3.2: Summary of extent of habitat maintained or improved by NIA partnerships under the 
NIA programme compared to total priority habitat extent across all NIAs (based on broad habitat 
groups) 

 

Source: Data recorded by NIA partnerships in the online reporting tool. 
Note: The habitat types have been aggregated according to Natural England broad habitat groups

67
, to simplify the 

presentation, but also to accommodate the use of slightly different descriptors for certain habitat types by the different 
NIA partnerships.  

                                                                 
67 Deciduous Woodland includes: Upland Oakwood; Wet Woodland; Woodland; Wood-Pasture and Parkland; Traditional Orchards; Upland 
Birchwoods; and Lowland Mixed Deciduous Woodland 
Lowland Grassland and Heath includes: Coastal and Floodplain Grazing Marsh; Lowland Calcareous Grassland; Lowland Heathland; Purple 
Moor Grass and Rush Pasture; Lowland Meadows; BAP Grassland; and Lowland Dry Acid Grassland.  
Upland includes: Blanket Bog: Upland Heathland; Upland Fens Flushes and Swamps; Upland Calcareous Grassland; and Upland Hay 
Meadows.  
Coastal includes: Maritime Cliffs and Slope; Saline Lagoons; Coastal Sand Dunes; Coastal Vegetated Shingle; Saltmarsh; and Mudflats.  
Open Water and Wetland includes: Lowland Raised Bog; Lowland Fens; Eutrophic Standing Waters; Fen, Marsh and Swamp, Ponds; 
Standing Open Water and Canals; and Wetland.  
Bare Rock and Brownfield Land includes: Open Mosaic Habitats on Previously Developed Land; Limestone Pavements; and Inland Rock 
Outcrop and Scree Habitats. 




















































































































