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Executive Summary  

Introduction and summary of the methods  

One key challenge for the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of the Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) 
has been the assessment of the counterfactual, i.e. to provide an assessment of what would have 
occurred in the absence of the NIA initiative. This is necessary to better understand the difference 
the NIA initiative has made. The work presented in this report was developed to address this 
challenge. 

The overall aim of the counterfactual work was:  

To support and supplement the overall evaluation of the NIA initiative to be reported at the 
end of the three year funding period of the 12 initial NIA partnerships ς by providing evidence 
related to the counterfactual. 

The objectives were: 

¶ To provide an assessment of the difference the NIA initiative has made compared to what 
would have happened without the NIA initiative in place. 

¶ To implement an evaluation of the counterfactual focusing on selected outcomes and 
impacts of the NIA initiative. 

¶ To develop and adopt an approach that is practical, proportionate and cost effective within 
the budget available. 

¶ To innovate and test approaches for evaluating the counterfactual as part of natural 
environmental policy development and implementation. 

The NIA M&E Steering Group worked with the M&E team to develop a range of approaches that 
were suited to the available resources and the needs of the NIA M&E project. Three separate but 
complementary approaches were developed and implemented: 

¶ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ мΥ vǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŦŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΩ based on: semi-structured telephone 
intervƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ bL!ǎΩ tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ /ƘŀƛǊǎΤ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǿƛǘƘ bL! 
partners, and analysis of NIA Funding Agreements. 

¶ Approach 2: Trajectory analysis of environmental stewardship data1 comparing trends in 
non-Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) option applications before the NIA initiative (2005 ς 2011) 
with the data during the NIA initiative (2012 ς 2014). 

¶ Approach 3: Matched comparison of environmental stewardship data in NIAs and non-NIA 
areas and the rest of England. 

The research was designed to be exploratory with respect to Approaches 2 and 3 in particular, to 
test whether existing datasets could be used to support a quantitative approach to the 
counterfactual. 

Results from the evidence collection  

Although the results from the three approaches are presented here separately (Table A and Figure 
A), the results were analysed using triangulation across the three approaches and with the data from 
the online tool used in the main NIA M&E project; the outcomes from the three approaches are 
summarised here.  Table A reports on the outcomes from the interviews and survey with respect to 
interviewees views in relation to the key themes of the overall evaluation. 

                                                                 
1 Environmental stewardship refers to funding for farmers and land managers provided by the UK Government. More information is 
available at gov.uk https://www.gov.uk/guidance/environmental-stewardship  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/environmental-stewardship
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Table A: Summary of Approach 1 results 

Theme NIA partners  
(survey) 

NIA partnership chairs 
(interviews) 

National stakeholders 
(interviews) 

Biodiversity ¶ The majority of respondents 
considered that biodiversity 
benefits had been delivered 
over and above what would 
have happened anyway. 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs considered 
biodiversity benefits to have 
been delivered over and 
above what would have 
happened anyway. 

¶ Some national stakeholders 
felt that biodiversity 
activities funded through 
environmental stewardship 
grants might have happened 
anyway, but most national 
stakeholders felt that NIAs 
sped up delivery and 
improved coordination of 
these activities. 

Ecosystem 
services 

¶ Significant variation in 
responses about the extent 
that the NIA initiative has 
led to additional ecosystem 
service outcomes across 
NIAs depending on 
objectives and nature of 
NIAs. 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs felt that there was a 
greater focus on ecosystem 
service outcomes from 
habitat management than 
would have happened 
otherwise.   

¶ Specific benefits noted 
included flood/water 
management, woodland 
products and carbon 
storage and sequestration. 

¶ The majority of national 
stakeholders felt that the 
NIAs raised the profile of 
ecosystem services and 
some felt that improved 
coordination between 
Water Framework Directive 
(WFD) and biodiversity 
activities was achieved.  

Social and 
economic 
wellbeing 

¶ Respondents felt that 
community relations were 
most improved by the NIA 
partnerships among these 
areas of activity. 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs felt that the NIA 
government grant funding 
enabled projects with broad 
objectives that would have 
struggled to get off the 
ground otherwise. 

¶ No views were expressed by 
national stakeholders. 

Partnership 
working 

¶ 93% of respondents 
considered partnership 
working to be more (57%) 
or much more (36%) 
effective than would have 
happened otherwise. 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs felt that funding for 
staff enabled people to 
work with and support 
other partners and 
challenged silo-thinking. 

¶ The majority of national 
stakeholders felt that the 
NIA initiative had led to 
broader and better 
coordinated partnerships 
than would otherwise have 
existed.  

Other 
findings 

¶ Narrative comments added 
to the survey by 
respondents indicated an 
overall sense of 
achievement among 
partners. 

¶ 88% of respondents 
considered NIAs to have 
ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ 
vision, though a three year 
timescale was deemed too 
short to achieve large scale 
and lasting improvements. 

¶ A majority of respondents 
identified improvements in 
the development of a 
shared vision and sharing of 
information and resources. 

¶ A majority of respondents 
expressed that NIA status 
generated wider 
stakeholder engagement 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs felt that NIAs: 
provided a forum for 
bringing partners together 
around a common vision; 
and improved awareness of 
the landscape scale 
approach within partner 
organisations. 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs felt that the NIA 
government grant funding 
and NIA status acted as a 
catalyst for match funding 
and galvanising partners.  
Flexibility of use of funding 
was seen as critical. 

¶ Most partnership chairs felt 
that three years not long 
enough to make a real 
difference. 

¶ Some partnership chairs felt 

¶ Some national stakeholders 
felt that the NIA initiative 
served to accelerate and 
broaden the scope of 
activities that may have 
happened anyway. 

¶ The majority of national 
stakeholders felt that: the 
flexibility of funding enabled 
new types of partnerships; 
and that committed, 
enthusiastic partners made 
a relatively small amount of 
money go a long way. 

¶ Some national stakeholders 
also felt that the NIAs 
helped to bring statutory 
agencies together and 
improved communication 
between them. 
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Theme NIA partners  
(survey) 

NIA partnership chairs 
(interviews) 

National stakeholders 
(interviews) 

and had benefits in 
attracting match funding. 

¶ Additional workload and 
administrative burden were 
the main challenges 
expressed by the NIAs. 

that the NIA government 
ƎǊŀƴǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ΨǇƭǳƎ ŀ ƎŀǇΩ 
left by cuts to statutory 
agencies and local 
authorities who might 
otherwise have funded 
some of the types of activity 
completed by NIA 
partnerships. 

 

Figure A shows that the number of non-ELS option applications across all NIAs was stable or 
declining from 2006 ς 2009 before increasing every year up to 2014 where it decreased 
substantially. The linear trend line (trajectory) for the years pre-NIA government grant funding 
suggests that the number of non-ELS option applications during the grant funded NIA period 
exceeded what might have been expected to occur within the NIAs, but only for 2013.  

 
Figure A: Individual NIAs and England Except the NIAs: Total Non-ELS Option Count 2006 ς 2014 

Note: BBC = Birmingham and Black Country. DP = Dark Peak. DVGH = Dearne Valley Green Heart. GTM = Greater Thames 
Marshes. HL = Humberhead Levels. M&M = Meres and Mosses of the Marshes. MB = Morecombe Bay. MD = Marlborough 
Downs. ND = North Devon. NV = Nene Valley. SD = South Downs Way Ahead. WP = Wild Purbeck. 

 

While an initial assessment of the results from Approach 2 might suggest that the number of non-
ELS option applications appears to have exceeded what might have been expected based on the 
historical trend and the national average, at least for 2013, more detailed analysis indicates this 
would be an invalid conclusion.  Within individual NIAs there is no clear pattern in the pre-NIA or 
NIA periods and there are key changes in agri-environment policy and delivery over this time period 
which explain much of the observed trends; for instance the change from countryside stewardship 
schemes to environmental stewardship between 2006 and 2010 is responsible for much of the 
increases observed in Figure A and the reduction in available options in the final year of the funding 
round (2014) is likely to be the cause of the small number of applications for that year, and the 
reason for such a peak in the preceding year (2013).  The aggregate trend also exhibits very high 
sensitivity to the trends of individual NIAs.  

The matched comparison analysis for individual NIAs and their comparator areas (Approach 3) also 
resulted in no clear pattern, i.e. there appeared to be no statistical difference caused by the NIAs.  
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However, due to the nature of the non-ELS dataset it was not possible to provide a clear quantitative 
assessment of the difference made by the NIAs.  While there appeared to be no significant 
difference caused by the NIAs, in either the trajectory analysis or the matched comparison analysis, 
it is not possible to conclude that there was no difference simply because there are so many 
confounding factors in play, including wider changes in agricultural policy over time and due to the 
wide variation among the NIAs themselves.  Analysis of the online tool and the evidence from 
Approach 1 suggests that rather than increasing the total quantity of non-ELS agri-environment 
options the NIAs focused on improved coordination of options, spatially and in terms of the types of 
options. 

What difference have the NIAs made?  

Compared to what would have occurred anyway, the NIA initiative provided seed funding which 
brought partners together and allowed them to develop shared visions for the NIA areas.  The 
evidence suggests that these, and other, NIA specific mechanisms, including the flexibility of the 
funding and the learning and knowledge exchange within the NIAs, increased the speed and scale of 
delivery of some activities and outcomes and potentially led to long-term benefits for communities 
and the environment. 

Conclusion 

The results from Approach 1 show the value of detailed qualitative research as it has provided 
insights into the counterfactual and the attribution routes whilst also contextualising the output 
data provided by the online tool.  

The results from Approaches 2 and 3 suggest it is not possible to provide a quantitative assessment 
of the counterfactual for non-ELS agri-environment options at the scale of the NIAs initiative using 
the existing non-ELS dataset.  This is due to the signal to noise challenge (change due to the NIAs is 
small relative to other factors), but also because the NIAs themselves are highly diverse and as such 
it is not appropriate to aggregate them to the initiative (programme) level.  These lessons are 
consistent with the conclusions drawn in the Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund (CSFF) 
scoping study, undertaken as part of the wider NIA evaluation project2.  The non-ELS dataset could 
be useful if any future related initiative was designed with specific objectives that utilised the 
relevant existing indicators.  

A particularly important lesson relates to M&E and natural environmental policy/initiative design of 
this kind:    

1. Flexibility at the individual project level implementation (as with the NIAs) constrains the 
extent to which aggregate evaluation at the programme level (initiative wide) is possible or 
meaningful; and  

2. The alternative to flexibility is to creating rigid policy/initiative objectives that can be 
aggregated across the initiative through greater comparability. Ideally these would build on 
existing national datasets (and core indicators) to allow for efficient comparative analysis. 

The following broad lessons for counterfactual evaluations more generally can be drawn: 

¶ Use logic model and attribution routes to identify mechanisms for delivery which are unique 
to your initiative. Use these to prioritise your evidence collection. 

¶ Work with stakeholders to refine and ground truth your logic model, attribution routes, 
hypothesis you wish to test and your results. 

¶ Engage with multiple stakeholder types using a range of research methods. 

                                                                 
2 Bennett, T., Phillips, P., Sheate, W., Eales, R. and Baker, J. (2015), Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund Monitoring and Evaluation 
Scoping Study ς Final Report by Collingwood Environmental Planning and GeoData for Defra (July, 2015). 
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¶ Recognise the diversity of projects and account for this within your analysis - when is it 
suitable/not suitable to aggregate to the initiative (programme) level? 

¶ Look for opportunities for triangulation to enhance robustness, using multiple evidence 
sources considering the same questions or themes. 
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1. Introduction to the Work  
 

1.1 Context and report structure  

One key challenge for the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of the Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) 
has been the assessment of the counterfactual, i.e. to provide an assessment of what would have 
occurred in the absence of the NIA initiative. This understanding is necessary to better understand 
the difference the NIA initiative has made. 

The evaluation of the NIA initiative against the counterfactual is part of the existing M&E process 
including the collation of baseline data for M&E indicators within the online reporting tool and semi-
structured interviews with NIA project officers in Year 2.  It was agreed with the NIA M&E Steering 
Group that additional research was required to further understand the difference the NIA 
partnerships have made, in their areas and collectively, over and above what would have happened 
without their introduction3. 

This report presents the results of that work using the following structure: 

1. Introduction to the work ς (this section) summarise the context to the work. 

2. Methodological development and analysis ς describes the methodologies, the processes 
followed and how the results were analysed. 

3. Results ς what difference have the NIAs made ς sets out results of the research and 
assesses the difference the NIAs have made, compared to what would have happened 
anyway.  

4. Methodological limitations and reflections ς includes conclusions and describes the 
limitations to the methodologies, what worked well / less well, considers implications for 
future research and lessons for future evaluations. 

5. Appendices ς provides additional supporting detail. 

1.2 Audience for this report  

This report has been produced primarily for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(Defra) and Natural England officials involved in the NIA initiative and related monitoring and 
evaluation. It is also assumed that the results will be of interest to stakeholders involved in the NIA 
initiative and to contractors and officials who are involved in the monitoring and evaluation of 
similar environmental initiatives.  

1.3 Aim and objectives  

The overall aim of assessing the counterfactual was:  

To support and supplement the overall evaluation of the NIA initiative to be reported at the 
end of the three year funding period of the 12 initial NIA partnerships ς by providing evidence 
related to the counterfactual. 

The objectives were: 

¶ To provide an assessment of the difference the NIA initiative has made compared to what 
would have happened without the NIA initiative in place. 

¶ To implement an evaluation of the counterfactual focusing on selected outcomes and 
impacts of the NIA initiative. 

                                                                 
3 This research was funded through an extension to the NIA M&E Phase 2 contract (Defra project WC1061) 
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¶ To develop and adopt an approach that is practical, proportionate and cost effective within 
the budget available. 

¶ To innovate and test approaches for evaluating the counterfactual as part of natural 
environmental policy development and implementation. 

1.4 Summary of the approaches  

The three approaches were: 

¶ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ мΥ vǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŦŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΩ based on multiple social science research 
methods. 

¶ Approach 2: Trajectory analysis of environment stewardship data4. 

¶ Approach 3: Matched comparison of environment stewardship data in NIAs and non-NIAs 
and the rest of England. 

Although the approaches are described separately the analysis presented in Section 4 is based on 
analysis which combined and triangulated (i.e. comparing the results from) results from all three 
approaches. The triangulation also included evidence collected under the existing M&E framework 
(notably the monitoring data recorded by NIA partnerships using the online tool), and work 
undertaken as an extension of the M&E Phase 2 contract in relation to the Scoping of the Evaluation 
for the Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund (CSFF)5.   

1.4.1. Approach 1 ɀ qualitative counterfactual scenario  

The qualitative counterfactual scenario approach used social research methods to collate and 
triangulate responses from the NIA partnerships and national level stakeholders about what 
difference the NIA initiative has made, and what potentially would have happened if the NIA 
initiative did not existed.  

The data collection involved a mixture of social research methods, including: 

¶ Semi-structured telephone interviews  

¶ Online survey  

¶ Analysis of NIA Funding Agreements. 

These approaches have produced an evidence base with breadth and depth. The stakeholder groups 
engaged included national stakeholders, NIA partnership chairs and staff in NIA partner 
organisations, reflecting varied levels of engagement and interests to ensure that a range of opinions 
and views were considered. The online survey allowed the participation of multiple hard-to-reach 
respondents offering flexibility and anonymity for respondents. Interviews allowed the research 
team to explore perceptions in-depth and gain insight into responses, while the document review 
and analysis initially formed the basis of the survey and interview questions and following the 
research was used to help highlight and explain the observed results in the analysis. 

1.4.2. Approaches 2 and 3 ɀ environmental stewardship: trajectory and 
comparisons  

Approaches 2 and 3 used environmental stewardship data to understand the uptake of agri-
environment options within the NIA areas; comparing the trends for the pre-NIA and NIA periods 
(Approach 2) and NIAs with matched non-NIA areas (Approach 3) 

                                                                 
4 Environmental stewardship refers to funding for farmers and land managers provided by the UK Government. More information is 
available at gov.uk https://www.gov.uk/guidance/environmental-stewardship  
5 Bennett, T., Phillips, P., Sheate, W., Eales, R. and Baker, J. (2015), Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund Monitoring and Evaluation 
Scoping Study ς Final Report by Collingwood Environmental Planning and GeoData for Defra (July, 2015). 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/environmental-stewardship
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Agri-environment data was used because it was: recorded nationally; reported annually; and 
improving the uptake of agri-environment funding was referred to in the Funding Agreements of all 
NIAs. 

For Approach 2 the hypothesis was that the trajectory of non-Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) agri-
environment options would increase (in number and extent) during the NIA government grant 
funded period, compared to the preceding years. For Approach 3 it was assumed that uptake of agri-
environment options would be higher in NIA areas compared to national trends and matched non-
NIA areas. 

Approaches 2 and 3 are recognised as innovative and this project has tested their utility for 
evaluating the counterfactual of natural environmental policy. 

1.4.3. Why the three approaches were chosen  

The NIA M&E Steering Group worked with the M&E team to develop a range of approaches that 
were suited to the available resources and the needs of the NIA M&E project. It was agreed at an 
ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘΥ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŦŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΩΤ 
looking at the trajectory before the NIA and during the NIA; and comparing NIA landscapes to non-
NIA landscapes.  

It was then necessary to consider which stakeholders to engage with to develop the counterfactual 
scenario and which data to use.  

After various iterations the two sets of interviews and the survey were considered the best way of 
engaging with a broad range of stakeholder types whilst also offering sufficient detail.  

Regarding the data set for Approaches 2 and 3, it was felt necessary that both approaches were 
applied to the same data set (to allow for comparison) and that the chosen data set should be: 

1. Recorded nationally. 

2. Reported annually. 

3. Relevant to all NIAs. 

4. Available for at least the three year period prior to the establishment of the NIA 
partnerships. 

5. Relevant to the objectives of the NIA initiative and all NIAs. 

6. Provided at an appropriate spatial scale. 

Environmental stewardship data was considered the only data set that met these requirements. The 
other candidate data set was Monitor of Engagement with the Natural Environment (MENE) but this 
did not meet criteria 2 and 6. 

1.5 Overall logic model and its role in shaping research collection  

A logic model is an approach frequently used in evaluations and tƘŜ ¦Y DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ handbook for 
evaluation, the Magenta Book, suggests that logic models are used. A logic model demonstrates how 
an intervention is understood to contribute to possible or actual impacts. Within evaluation they are 
used to provide a framework to understand the intervention and therefore understand what 
information is needed to monitor and evaluate it. 

Logic models are simple structures showing what is expected to go into a policy, what activities will 
occur during implementation and then an indication of the likely effects of these. The NIA M&E 
project has been based around a high-level logic model, but the counterfactual provided the 
opportunity to further elaborate the logic model to help understand whether and how the NIA 
initiative has made a difference. 
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1.5.1. Use of the logic model  

The logic model used in the counterfactual work built on the high level logic model used in the NIA 
M&E project. It was developed through a series of iterations by the M&E Phase 2 project team and 
with the NIA M&E project Steering Group based on the evidence collected through Years 1 and 2 of 
M&E process. The final logic model is presented in Appendix 1. It should be noted that this is an 
initiative wide logic model and that individual NIA partnerships will have their own logic models 
reflecting their contexts and objectives.  

The agreed logic model was used to refine elements of Approach 1. This was done through the 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǊƻǳǘŜǎΩ; these are the ways in which the NIA initiative is 
assumed to lead to outcomes and impacts. The attribution routes are included in Section 3 where an 
assessment is made as to whether the evidence validates the assumptions behind these attribution 
routes, or not (see Boxes Box 3 to Box 6). 

Attribution routes are relevant to the counterfactual as they represent the main ways that the NIA 
initiative, as opposed to what would have happened anyway, is considered likely to result in 
outcomes and impacts. By identifying and then testing these attribution routes the M&E Phase 2 
project team were better placed to say whether effects, for example from changes in the area of 
habitat management reported by NIA partnerships through the online tool, can be ascribed to the 
NIA initiative. The interviews within Approach 1 also allowed for the identification of others ways in 
which the NIAs have contributed to observed outcomes. 

The logic model influenced the design of Approach 1 in the following ways: 

¶ Interview and survey questions were structured around the logic model 

¶ Interview and survey questions were ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ΨŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ 
ǊƻǳǘŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƪŜȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƳƻŘŜƭ were considered within the questions. 

Evidence relating to the attribution routes is presented, where appropriate, in Section 4. 

1.6 How results were used within the NIA M&E Reporting  

The results from the counterfactual are presented within the respective thematic section (i.e. 
biodiversity, ecosystem services etc.) within the Final Report. A synthesis of the results is presented 
in Part IV of the Final Report. 
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2. Methodological Development and Analysis  
 

2.1 Approach 1 methodology  

2.1.1. Approach 1 ɀ survey with NIA partners  

A quantitative online survey was undertaken with NIA partners (stakeholders representing 
organisations who have a formal or semi-formal relationship with an NIA partnership). The survey 
focused on identifying the impacts of the NIA initiative as experienced and perceived by each 
individual respondent and the NIA they represented/were most familiar with. 

The questionnaire was short and focused. Questions were developed through multiple iterations 
within the project team and comments/edits by the NIA M&E Steering Group. Consideration was 
also given to existing best practice guidance for survey design6. Participants were assured that 
results would be reported anonymously, that their details would not be shared with anyone outside 
the research team and that all data would be deleted at the end of the project. 

For the majority of questions respondents were presented with a five point Likert scale7 and were 
asked to assess how positive or negative the impact of the NIA partnership had been in their area, 
compared to what would have occurred without the establishment of the NIA initiative. Multiple-
choice, drop-down lists and ranking questions were also used to engage participants in the 
questionnaire, while non-compulsory open-ended questions gave respondents the opportunity to 
elaborate on their responses and provided valuable insight on the quantitative results recorded. The 
survey questionnaire is included in Appendix 2 of this report. 

The questionnaire was shared as an online survey using Survey Monkey, an online survey and 
questionnaire software. The survey was set up on the web and email invitations with a direct web 
link to the survey were sent to the 12 NIA project managers and M&E leads who were asked to 
forward it to all stakeholders they considered to be partners. The link was accompanied by an email 
to encourage participation emphasising the opportunity presented to partners and stakeholders to 
directly input into the M&E process and to share their experiences and insights. The project team 
recorded the number of partners and stakeholders that the survey was sent to so that a response 
rate could be calculated.  

Over 260 individuals, including partner organisations and NIA partnership staff (project 
officers/managers, M&E leads etc.), were invited to participate via email. The survey remained open 
to participants for four weeks (January - February 2015). Within three weeks of the questionnaire 
being live the M&E team analysed those who had already responded and sent targeted reminder 
emails to relevant partners to increase the response rate. The questionnaire was designed to take a 
maximum of 20 minutes to complete with most respondents expected to complete it in less than 15 
minutes.  

A total of 122 responses were received, out of which 109 were used in the analysis8, corresponding 
to a 46% response rate. The spread across NIAs is shown in Figure 1. 
 

                                                                 
6 MRS (2011) Guidelines for Questionnaire Design. 
7 Likert scaling is a one-dimensional scaling method commonly used in social research where respondents are asked to rate a set of items 
or concepts based on their understanding/knowledge of the subject. In the NIA partner survey a five point rating scale was used, where 
partners were asked to assess the impact of the NIA initiative on the various elements evaluated or to indicate their 
ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘκŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨaǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ǘƻ Ψaǳch 
ǿƻǊǎŜΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ψ5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΩ ŀƴŘ Ψbƻǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜΩ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘŜŜƳŜd appropriate. The survey questionnaire is provided in 
Appendix 2 for a more detailed vie w. 
8Responses that only answered the first question were excluded from the analysis. 
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Figure 1: Number of responses per NIA 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Base: 109 respondents 

Prior to the analysis, the data collected from the survey were cleaned9 and open-ended responses 
were reviewed and recoded as appropriate to be assigned to existing or new answer 
options/codes10. The analysis was done using Excel and covered: 

¶ Respondent characteristics ς the NIA respondents represented/were most familiar with and 
the organisation and role of the respondents.   

¶ Descriptive statistics on the various impacts experienced - Improved/Worsened, More 
effective/Less effective, Agree/Disagree. 

¶ Ranking of changes and challenges experienced ς weighted11 scores calculated for each of 
the choices ranked as top three. 

¶ Qualitative comments - providing insight to quantitative results. 

¶ Identified examples ς including the examples provided by respondents. 

Due to a relatively small sample size and varied number of partners across the NIAs, the number of 
respondents in the survey was not uniformly distributed across the 12 NIAs (see Figure 1Error! 
eference source not found.). The distribution of the sample and the characteristics of the data mean 
that these were non-parametric data12. Aggregating and reporting on results across non-parametric 
data poses a challenge, as aggregate results risk being unrepresentative of each individual group ς in 
this case each NIA ς within the data set. 

Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric tests were used to understand whether there was significant variation 

                                                                 
9 E.g. where some questions were not answered, those answers were removed so that the sample population for a specific question may 
be less than n=109. 
10 ²ƘŜǊŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 
code/category, while others, when mentioned more than onceΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƻŘŜκŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŜΦƎΦ ΨCŀǊƳŜǊκ[ŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊΩ 
category added to the list of stakeholder categories. 
11 In order to take account of the choices ranked as second and third, weights were assigned and the top three choices across responses 
were calculated on the basis of the weighted aggregate scoring each change or challenge gathered. The weights assigned to the number(n) 
of responses for each of the three ranks were: 
Ranked 1st: (n*3) 
Ranked 2nd: (n*2) 
Ranked 3rd: (n*1) 
For each of the change or challenge the sum of the above was calculated as  (n*3)+ (n*2)+ (n*1) 
12 I.e. the data were not distributed normally.  
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in responses, testing for the following explanatory variables:  

¶ NIA: effect of the specific NIA the respondent represents/is most familiar with. 

¶ NIA partnership size: effect of NIA partnership size, by number of partners 
(small/medium/large)13. 

¶ Type of respondent: Government Agency, Farmer, NGO etc. 

The purpose of these tests was to determine whether and where it was appropriate to use 
aggregated descriptive statistics, e.g. percentage of all respondents. Non-parametric testing allowed 
the project team to report statistically robust results and avoid inappropriate aggregation and 
reporting. This exercise was designed only to identify statistically significant variation within the 
data.  

Where there was no significant variation among respondents, aggregate results are reported. But 
where there was significant variation, the nature of the variation is identified (e.g. 10 NIAs reported 
improvement while two NIAs reported no improvement) and qualitative analysis (including open-
ended comments made through the survey, interview results and document analysis) sought to 
explain it. Any significant variation was also indicated in figures with the use of an asterisk (*). 

The statistical testing was undertaken for all questions (see Appendix 3), with the exception of the 
ranking questions, ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƻƴƭȅ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΩ14 variation is highlighted in the main body of this report. 

2.1.2. Approach 1 - interviews with partnership chairs  

Semi-structured telephone interviews were undertaken with each of the 12 NIA Partnership Chairs. 
The objective was to understand at the individual NIA partnership level how partners may, or may 
not, have worked together in the absence of the NIA initiative and the potential impact of this on 
related outcomes. 

The 12 initial NIA Partnership Chairs were considered appropriate as their role meant they were able 
to offer insights into potential comparisons with landscape-scale delivery outside NIAs, to consider 
how the partnerships may have functioned without NIA government grant funding, and their role 
covered the breadth of NIA activities. They were considered well placed to reflect on any causal links 
between NIA funding, status and achievement of delivery.  

An interview schedule was developed, and agreed with the Steering Group (see Appendix 4). The 
approach was based on using a relatively small number of questions based around the M&E themes 
with the interviewer exploring these topics during the interviews. The Partnership Chairs received 
the questions at least a week before the arranged interview. The questions were adapted, where 
necessary, to reflect individual NIA partnership characteristics. The interviews, lasting approximately 
30 minutes each, were undertaken by phone and recorded (but not transcribed). 

The interview discussions were written up in note form and the results analysed using the same 
thematic frame (based on the M&E evaluation framework) that was used in the analysis of the 
national level stakeholder interviews.  The identity of each partnership chair was anonymised for the 
purpose of reporting. 

2.1.3. Approach 1 - interviews with national level stakeholders  

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with national level stakeholders to gain insights and 
perspective from strategic level stakeholders into the counterfactual of the NIA initiative as a 
national policy intervention.  

                                                                 
13 Each of the 12 NIA partnerships was categorised as small, medium or large based on the number of partners; Small (up to 10 partners), 
Medium (11-20 partners), Large (21+ partners) 
14 ²Ŝ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴ ΨōƻƭŘΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎ ƻƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ƛƳǇrovement that 
is reported, where appropriate, as aggregated e.g. X% of respondents identified some level of improvement. 
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A list of potential stakeholders was initially provided by members of the Steering Group. The project 
team used these contacts to map out the appropriate interviewees to ensure coverage across a 
range of stakeholder organisations. Finally, seven semi-structured interviews were undertaken in 
January 2015 with participants from the Environment Agency, Forestry Commission, Wildlife Trusts, 
RSPB, the National Association for Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, the Game and Wildlife 
Conservation Trust and the National Farmers Union.  The identity of national level stakeholders was 
anonymised for the purpose of reporting.  

An interview schedule was developed, and agreed with the Steering Group (see Appendix 5). The 
general approach was to reflect on the three years of the government grant funded NIA initiative 
and what might have happened without it. The interviews provided insights from national level NIA 
stakeholder groups and enabled the project team to understand how the NIA partnerships have 
been working, any differences between NIA delivery and what is considered likely to have happened 
in the absence of the NIA initiative. It also explored aspects such as the value-added of NIA 
partnerships as a whole, the facilitation role NIA partnerships have had in realising wider benefits, 
ǘƘŜ ΨōǊŀƴŘΩ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴ bL! ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ operating at a landscape 
scale. 

The interviews, lasting approximately 30 minutes each, were conducted by phone and recorded (but 
not transcribed).  The interviews were written up in note form and the results analysed using a 
thematic frame based around the M&E evaluation framework (i.e. biodiversity, partnership working, 
ecosystem services etc.). The thematic frame is a social science technique which allows for the 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ƻǊ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŎƻŘŜŘΩ όǘŀƎƎŜŘύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇŜd with other 
related responses. This allows for a more structured, consistent and efficient analysis15. The 
populated thematic frame was used to organise and analyse all the data collected through the three 
different research elements described under Approach 1.   

2.2 Approa ches 2 and 3 - environmental stewardship data  

Approaches 2 and 3 used the same dataset (Environmental Stewardship Data ς England).  The 
process by which these data were obtained, prepared and analysed is summarised here and 
described in more detail in Appendix 6.  

Lƴ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅΥ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ΨŎƻƻƪƛŜ ŎǳǘΩ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ bL! ŀǊŜŀǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ 
be separated from the England wide data. The dataset was filtered to remove all entries of Entry 
Level Stewardship (ELS) only options (since we were interested in non-ELS agri-environment options) 
and arranged by the year that the option was entered into the system. These data sets were then 
analysed. 

For Approach 2, using the cleaned and cut data a spreadsheet format (in Excel) was used to compare 
data within (individually) and across (collectively) NIA partnerships.  This enabled the generation of 
graphs illustrating trends collectively and individually in the years preceding and during the NIA 
period. 

This analysis was undertaken to generate graphs for: 

¶ The number of non-ELS options within an individual NIA area per year from FY 2005-06 to 
2011 ς 12 (pre-NIA) and from 2012-13 to 2014-15 (NIA). 

¶ The number of holdings with non-ELS options across the NIA areas from FY 2005-06 to 2011 
ς 12 (pre-NIA) and from 2012-13 to 2014-15 (NIA). 

For approach 3 the graphical analysis was done in MiniTab as was a Mann-Whitney U test. 

2.2.1. Justification for comparators  

Approach 3 compared uptake between the NIAs and with two different landscape characterisation 

                                                                 
15 Bryman, A. (2012) Social research methods (4th edition) 
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datasets. These were National Character Areas16 (NCAs) and Agricultural Landscape Types (ALTs).  

These comparator areas were considered appropriate as the emphasis of the NIAs was on actions 
contributing to the whole landscape, rather than actions focused on the specific features. Therefore 
the comparison is best made between NIAs and equivalent landscape / agricultural areas.  

The landscape character assessment approach, enshrined within the National Character Areas17 
dataset, seeks to objectively identify landscape units based on the contributory landscape factors. 
The character areas reflect areas with similar combinations of geology, topography, drainage, 
vegetation, past land use and settlement patterns. Similarity across the continuous variables is based 
on principle component analysis and generates geographically-discrete areas even though areas 
across the country may have similar suites of variables.  

The Agricultural Land Types approach (Swanwick et al., 200718) seeks to generate a generalised, 
higher-level, landscape-scale combination of these similarities and thereby represent broader 
landscape types based largely on the agricultural character. These are described as:  

άdistinct types of landscape that are relatively homogeneous in character. They are generic in 
that they may occur in different parts of the country, but wherever they occur they share 
broadly similar combinations of geology, topography, drainage patterns, vegetation and 
historical land use and settlement patterƴέΦ  

The justification for using these classifications is that they are used in targeting HLS. It was also used 
within an earlier review of the effects of environmental stewardship on landscape character and 
quality (Defra/NE 2013)19  although these have been aggregated further (to six classes) within other 
studies (Boatman, et. al., 201020). More detail on the statistical and analytical techniques used is 
presented in Appendix 6.  

  

                                                                 
16

 Natural England (2015) Natural Character Areas: http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/category/587130  
17 Swanwick, C. (2004) The assessment of countryside and landscape character in England: an overview, in Countryside Planning ς New 
!ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ (eds K.Bishop and A. Phillips), 109-124. Earthscan. London.   
18 Swanwick, C. Hanley, N and Termansen, M. (2007) Scoping study on agricultural landscape valuation. Final report to DEFRA. Department 
of Landscape, University of Sheffield. 
19 (Defra / NE 2013) BD5303 Monitoring the Effects of Environmental Stewardship on Landscape Character and Quality Developing a 
method for reporting and monitoring the direct and cumulative impacts of Environmental Stewardship on the maintenance and 
enhancement of Landscape Character and Quality. LUC / Fabius Consulting.  
20 Boatman, N, Willis, K., Garrod, G. and Powe, N. (2010) Estimating the wildlife and landscape benefits of environmental stewardship.  
Report to The food and environment research agency (FERA)  

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/category/587130
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3. Results - What Difference Have the NIAs Made? 
 

3.1 Introduction  

This section presents the analysis of the results for all three approaches with evidence from the main 
NIA evaluation materials brought in as appropriate. Results from each approach were viewed in 
isolation (the results from Approach 1 are summarised in Appendix 7) and in conjunction to allow 
similarities and differences in the results to surface and ultimately to provide a thematic assessment 
of what difference the NIAs have made (the counterfactual). 

The results are presented by the four themes used in the main NIA evaluation with other findings 
presented separately. Approaches 2 and 3 are included within the ecosystem services theme as 
environmental stewardship relates to Ψsustainable agricultureΩ which is reported under the 
ecosystem services themes following the NIA M&E framework. 

The section begins with a summary assessment of the difference the NIAs have made. 

Box 1: What difference have the NIAs made? 

Compared to what would have occurred anyway, the NIA initiative provided seed funding which 
brought partners together and allowed them to develop shared visions for the NIA areas.  The 
evidence suggests that these, and other, NIA specific mechanisms, including the flexibility of the 
funding and the learning and knowledge exchange within the NIAs, increased the speed and scale of 
delivery of some activities and outcomes and potentially led to long-term benefits for communities 
and the environment. 

The rest of this section expands and evidences this statement. 

3.2 Inputs and processes  

Survey participants and interviewees overwhelmingly believed that partnership working within the 
NIAs had improved compared to what would have been possible without the NIA initiative.  

In particular, respondents referred to increased engagement of non-environmental/traditional 
stakeholders, improved frequency, nature and quality of partnership working, greater learning 
through sharing and the adoption of a shared vision and agenda. 

άLƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳctive discussions on other 
issues where previously there had been little cooperation. Improved understanding of shared 
ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎΧ[ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻŎǳǎ Ƙŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǳǎ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 
partnersέ. (NIA 12) 

ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΦέ 
(NIA 3) 

The partnership chairs further commented that the NIAs have successfully challenged silo-thinking 
and got people from different, often competing backgrounds to talk about common objectives. 
Flexibility on the part of statutory agencies was also considered valuable in allowing for plans to 
develop and change on the ground while their engagement in discussions on future steps and help in 
lifting barriers to delivery were also deemed vital. 

National level stakeholders felt that the improved partnership working was reflected in the 
increased delivery of outcomes, with specific reference to non-biodiversity outcomes. This was 
partly attributed to the firm timescales and deliverables of the initiative that partners had to work 
towards, and partly to the role of Defra in providing forward planning and a clear signal for the need 
to work together. The NIA government grant funding was also mentioned as an enabling factor in 
bringing partners together at the outset. 
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Across the 12 NIAs, 93% of participants in the partner survey believed that partnership working was 
ΨƳƻǊŜΩ (57% of respondents) or ΨƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜΩ (36%) effective (Figure 2).  

Box 2: Presentation of survey results 

Where there was no statistically significant variation among respondents (as per the results of the 
Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric tests) aggregate results are reported. But where there was significant 
variation, the nature of the variation is identified (e.g. 10 NIAs reported improvement while 2 NIAs 
reported no improvement) and qualitative analysis (including open-ended comments made through 
the survey, interview results and document analysis) sought to explain it. Any significant variation 
was also indicated in figures with the use of an asterisk (*). 

 

 
Figure 2: Improvements in partnership working from the establishment of the NIA initiative 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Base: 106 respondents 
 

Local support from Natural England was perceived to have improved, but not universally: while over 
60% of participants in the survey experienced some improvement as a result of the NIA initiative 
there was significant variation in responses depending on the NIA. Ten of the NIAs saw 
improvements, while two NIAs noted no difference. There was also a correlation between the size of 
the NIA partnership and the perceived support; the smaller the NIA the more likely it was to report 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ Ψbƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΩ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎǎ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ bL!ǎΦ 

One in six partners, made reference to challenges in partnership working including inadequate 
support from partners (12%) and friction/disagreement with partners (7%) though one noted those 
were successfully resolved. 

The evidence suggests that the attribution route described in Box 3 has been largely validated, 
although it is too early to judge how long, and in what form, partnerships will continue beyond the 
NIA initiative period. 
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Box 3: The Value of Partnership Attribution Route 

 

 

3.2.1. Development of a shared vision  

The vast majority of partners (94%) in the survey (see 

Figure 3) felt that the development of a shared vision was one of the biggest benefits of the NIA. It 
was also ranked as the third most important change experienced by participants to the survey.  
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Figure 3: Benefits from the establishment of the NIA initiative 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Note: Asterisk (*) indicates there was significant variation in responses (refer to Appendix 3) 
Base: 109 respondents 

Through interviews national level stakeholders and partnerships noted the importance of 
stakeholders sharing a common agenda, and felt that this has clear benefits for partnership working.  

Across stakeholders, there was a view that partnership working in the NIAs has brought new 
partners together and facilitated the development of an understanding and appreciation among 
them that is likely to exist after the NIA initiative.  

ά9ƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻn of 
ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ (NIA 3) 

ά¢ƘƻǎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ 
to play to their strengths and move towards a collective, shared vision in a collaborative ǿŀȅΦέ 
(NIA 8) 

The value of a shared vision and objectives was also emphasised in interviews with partnership 
chairs and national level stakeholders, who when considering the legacy of the NIAs, recognised the 
value of a network of partners with a joint vision that can effectively and efficiently work together in 
the future. 

ά̧ ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
each other with projects they can take of the shelf. This saves a lot of time and resource. Other 
initiatives provide these opportunities but the NIAs breadth of partners is a positiveΦέ (NL 4) 

άbL!ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ Ƨƻƛƴǘ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
working together for a common ƎƻŀƭΦέ (NL 7) 

The evidence suggests that the attribution route described in Box 4 has been largely validated. 
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Box 4: Shared Vision Attribution Route 

 

3.2.2. The importance of committed partners  

Partnership chairs and national level stakeholders identified a difference in the NIAs in the skill, 
enthusiasm and commitment of the people involved. It was commonly felt that the energy and will 
partners invested in the implementation of the NIAs  

άhave made a small amount of money go an awfully long way.έ (NL 4)  

This was attributed to a good selection of project managers driving the delivery but also a feeling of 
pride by partners from participating in something innovative.  

ά¢ƘŜ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΦ .ŜŜƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ initiatives, but the enthusiasm 
ƛǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘΦ IŜŀǊǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎǘƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦέ (NL 2) 

άΧŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦ  bƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ǘƘƛǎΣ 
mŀȅ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǎƴΩǘϥ 
been a need to chase people.  Passion - in what is being done - has made the partnership really 
ƎƻƻŘΦέ (PC 9) 

3.2.3. Learning and sharing of data and resources  

A benefit of the development of a closer working relationship between partners was identified in the 
sharing of information, knowledge and resources. Numerous qualitative responses to the survey 
referred to the willingness of partners to share resources and support each other in the delivery of 
the NIA objectives. 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ώtŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎϐ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
cooperating on design and delivery of projects to achieve better outcomes, and working more 
closely together at a ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ōƛŘǎ ŜǘŎΧέ 
(NIA 10) 

The partnership chairs and national level stakeholders, also made references to a breakdown of 
existing barriers to information and data sharing that have unlocked knowledge valuable to 
landscape scale conservation. 

ά5ŀǘŀ ƛǎ κ ǿŀǎ [sic] often 'kept behind lock and key' in one organisation - but NIA status has 
freed this data to be used across organisations - greatly increased data sharing and joint 
working to use and get value from data.  Everyone has been really good at freeing up 
information and data - as an input to landscape scale conservation this has been vital - to think 
ōƛƎΦέ (PC 9) 

άtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǳŎƪ ƻƴ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀtural 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΦέ (PC 6) 

3.2.4. Dissemination of learning from the NIAs  

National level stakeholders were keen to see that learning from the NIAs is shared. One expressed a 
concern about this wealth of information remaining unutilised: 
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άLǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘŀǘ bL!ǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƛƭƻǘƛƴƎ - never been written down what specific NIAs are 
piloting. There is a need to draw out lessons from them and what is different. Need to view 
them as pilots, rather than potentially successful projects delivering potentially good stuff but 
ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦέ (NL 6) 

Best practice events were mentioned by national level stakeholders as a useful way of sharing 
information at a local level. 

ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ 
thinking - ƻƴ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ƭƛƪŜ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΦέ (NL 2) 

Partnership chairs referred more generally to an open attitude towards the sharing of information 
that has characterised the NIAs from the outset, although national level stakeholders felt that there 
had been a missed opportunity and that non-NIAs had not been able to engage with or share 
experiences with the NIAs.  

ά[andscape scale initiatives outside of NIAs are not drawn in very well to the learning the NIAs 
are developing. It feels to some that the NIAs are an exclusive club.έ (NL 5) 

άNIAs meet up but these were not felt to be that accessible for other groups. This was felt to be 
a shame.έ (NL 3)  

Partners in the NIA survey identified learning through dissemination of knowledge as a key benefit of 
ǘƘŜ bL! ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ όуф҈ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨLƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ - 64% of respondents - ƻǊ ΨaǳŎƘ LƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ - 25%). 
A few participants suggested that similarly others could benefit from the learnings emerging from 
the NIAs. Capitalising on the experience of partners and practitioners could provide valuable advice 
on the benefits and pitfalls in funding, partnership working and delivery of similar initiatives in the 
future. 

άThis is a new way of working and culture change takes time in organisations; this is however 
being achieved. There needs to be a mechanism to capitalise on this into the future.έ (NIA 3) 

άLots of good work and implementation of fresh thinking. [Would] Be great to see wider 
dissemination of what went right and what went wrongΧέ (NIA 10) 

However, the latter respondent also commented that sharing of the challenges had not been 
particularly encouraged within the NIA initiative. 

The evidence suggests that the attribution route described in Box 5 has been largely validated, but 
that some opportunities to maximise these benefits have been missed ς notably by greater 
information exchange between the NIAs and other landscape scale conservation approaches. 
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3.2.5. NIA grant funding  

The NIA grant funding was widely perceived as a catalyst in partnership working, the mobilisation of 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎΩ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ 

seen as its main enabling characteristic.  

Reflecting on the counterfactual, a few partnership chairs expressed the opinion that the NIA 

funding filled in a gap created by the recent staff and budget cuts, which left statutory agencies less 

able to support conservation work on the ground. Had this not been the case, the NIA funding and 

output could have been more impactful: 

άOutput could have been even more impressive.έ όt/ рύ 

NIA funding as a catalyst 

Both national level stakeholders and partnership chairs identified the NIA funding as the enabling 
factor for the establishment of the partnerships, attracting partners historically less engaged to 
landscape scale conservation. More importantly, as discussed under Partnership working, it has 
enabled effective planning and management on a landscape scale and coordination of partners. One 
of the national stakeholders referred to this as the άƴƻ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ (NL 2), characterised by 
the advance planning and sharing of plans across partners. 

The funding gave the NIAs the ability to maintain or employ staff (e.g. Project Officers/managers) 
and supported the direct delivery of actions on-the-ground. It also helped ensure good governance 
and reporting for the duration of the NIA initiative. Partners in the NIA survey were very positive on 
the impact of the NIA initiative over and above what would have occurred without their 
establishment. That impact of the NIAs was identified in: 

¶ Work being undertaken that otherwise would not have been possible 

άώ²Ŝϐ ƘŀǾŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ · bL! ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƻƴ-farm advice in a coordinated 
fashion and have also coordinated educational days on-farm for members of the public.  The 
NIA funding was the main reason this managed to actually happen, instead of just talking 
ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ (NIA 8) 

άWe have been able to work with farmers and landowners on over 400 hectares of limestone 
grassland, developing management plans and securing HLS funding for the farmers. This 
would not have happened without the funding that came with the NIA.έ όbL! млύ 

¶ Greater extent of work that otherwise would have been possible only at a small scale 

 άA much greater extent of habitat restored over a much wider area than would have been 
contemplated without the NIA.έ (NIA 1) 

 άNIA funding has allowed X to undertake major landscape-scale moorland restoration works 
to complement work funded on surrounding areas by HLS.έ (NIA 12) 

άΧAs a result of the NIA we have worked on more sites because of the additional funding, 
and have advanced our thinking to deliver a sustainable strategy for long-term nature 
conservation.έ (NIA 3) 

ά²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ I[{ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƛǇǇŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎǊǳō 
overgrowth problem, but together with NIA funding and [partner] support we have been able 
ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƛƭƭ ƭŀǎǘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎΦέ (NIA 8) 

¶ Fast-tracked progress of work that otherwise would have taken longer 

άSpeeded up work on getting · ƛƴǘƻ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΧέ (NIA 5) 

άBroadly we've done 'more' and 'faster' than would have been likely otherwise.έ (NIA 7) 

National stakeholders and partnership chairs were more reserved in their statements, placing the 
impact of the NIA funding and initiative in the context of the extent of work delivered. Specifically, 
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national stakeholders believed the main contribution/impact of the NIAs had been in delivering 
things that had been already planned, more quickly and efficiently than would have occurred 
otherwise, thus accelerating plans that already existed. 

The NIA grant also reportedly acted as a catalyst for mobilising resources and opening the way for 
match-funding opportunities, for example funding proof-of-concept projects (e.g. in biofuel 
production). Partnership chairs found the initial injection of funding necessary to tap into further 
resources.  Specifically, grant funding was considered to free up time for partners to consider and 
complete other funding applications. Moreover, the range of new partners (e.g. universities, local 
businesses) is thought to have brought new funding opportunities through partnerships. As seen in 

Figure 3, 84% of respondents in the partner survey also felt that access to additional funding 
ΨimprovedΩ όрр҈ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎύ ƻǊ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ όнф҈ύ as a result of the NIAs, while another 11 
out of 12 NIAs thought the NIAs added value through mobilising non-monetary resources, such as 
equipment and volunteers. Qualitative comments also affirmed the importance of this effect: 

άLǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜǾŜǊ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ [ƻŎŀƭ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅέ (NIA 5) 

ά²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾe been able to strengthen 
ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ΧΣ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōƻŘŜǎ 
ǿŜƭƭ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΦέ (NIA 6) 

The evidence suggests that the attribution route described in Box 6 has been largely validated, but it 
is recognised that some of the funding which has been attracted was displaced from other areas and 
would have been used anyway. There is however some evidence that the NIAs were more effective 
in their use of resources, due to mechanisms such as their shared vision and greater coordination 
with partners. Respondents noted that the long-term sustainability of funding for landscape scale 
innovations will depend on the priorities of other funding sources. 
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Box 6: Defra Seed Funding Attribution Route 

 

Flexibility of NIA funding  

One of the main differences of the NIA initiative, compared to other natural environment funding, 
was the flexibility of the NIA funding. 

That flexibility, as discussed in interviews with national stakeholders and partnership chairs, was 
reflected in the ability of the NIA partnerships to allocate funding to people (e.g. project managers 
and facilitators) rather than specific projects. According to an interviewee:  

άFlexibility on part of Defra / NE - not being too prescriptive has been really useful - has 
allowed for evolution and for things to change and develop on the ground.έ (PC 9) 

Having flexible funding was also thought to have allowed room for the NIAs to be more innovative. 
This was considered to be relatively unique as most available funding prescribes specific outcomes 
and even processes. Finally, national level stakeholders reflected that Defra being the funding source 
meant that the NIA initiative was not promoted by individual organisations and was broader in its 
remit and more likely to integrate public and private organisations and NGOs. 

The timescale of delivery was only mentioned by two national level stakeholders, but they provide 
an interesting outlook on the difference in perspectives. For one interviewee the short timescale for 
delivery was considered to be one of the main benefits of the NIA funding. Having to spend the 
funds quickly was thought to create a financial incentive to get projects off the ground and maintain 
the partnersΩ focus. On the contrary, the same fact was described as a challenge by another 
participant to the survey: 

ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛΦŜΦ the desperate need to spend money within a financial year. 
[There] should be [an] opportunity to allow funding to be carried forward to following ȅŜŀǊΦέ 
(NIA 6) ΧΧ 

3.2.6. Benefits of the NIA status/brand  

The NIA status was believed to have had a galvanising effect on stakeholders, raising the profile of 
the conservation work and generating more interest and support. There was also a view that, in 
cases, it acted as leverage for partners in planning discussions and funding decisions. 

The partnership chairs focused on the benefits the NIA status had in partnerships, evaluating the 
effect of the NIAs as regenerating: 

ά¢ƘŜ bL! ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜǊƎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΦέ (PC 3) 

Being part of a national initiative and having a government endorsed status as a NIA was also seen as 
an opportunity by local authorities to engage with local actors and build nature improvement works 
into local planning policies. 

Further, the raised profile and designated NIA status had been used by some partners to leverage 
ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΦ 

Defra funding 
Funding attracted by the 
NIAs from various sources 
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National level stakeholders noted that the process of receiving the NIA badge lacked clarity while it 
caused feelings of frustration among partners who have traditionally operated in a very similar way 
to the NIAs before those were created.  

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ - 
Defra have pushed NIAs as THE model.έ (NL 6). 

This reflected concerns from some national level stakeholders that there were tensions between 
NIAs and other landscape scale conservation approaches. Other national level respondents did not 
feel this was the case and, perhaps unsurprisingly, this issue was not noted in the partnership chair 
interviews. 

3.2.7. Increased profile of landscape scale conservation  

National level stakeholders had a view that the NIA initiative had raised the profile and awareness of 
the landscape scale approach and this had generated greater belief and commitment to landscape 
scale management. 

An overall sense of achievement among partners is evident in the perceived improvements and 
benefits of the NIA initiative compared to what would have occurred without the initiative. A 
number of respondents noted a strong desire for the funding and NIA initiative to continue as three 
years were deemed by some too short a timescale to achieve large scale and long-lasting 
improvements. Nonetheless, 89% of respondents to the NIA partner survey believed the NIA 
initiative had ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜΣ bigger and better places for wildlife, 
while it also instilled a sense of optimism about landscape conservation (see 

Figure 4).  

National level stakeholders, reflecting on the impact of the NIAs on landscape scale conservation 
(LSC), viewed it as positive, but not significant compared to what would have occurred without the 
NIAs. The general view was that improvements in landscape scale conservation were not necessarily 
an impact of the NIA initiative per se but rather part of a wider policy shift towards landscape scale 
conservation, of which NIAs were a part. Stakeholders were seen to have a better understanding of 
the concept and were actively looking for opportunities to integrate it. NIAs contributed to these 
changes and reinforced the landscape scale approach as a delivery model. 

ά¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ bL! ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀƴ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ [{/ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ όΦΦΦύ Lƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ bL! 
ŀǎ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǿƘŜƴ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƳōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΦέ όb[ сύ 
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Figure 4: Successes of the NIA initiative 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 

Base: 101 respondents 

Partners to the NIA survey also commented that the NIAs provided stakeholders with confidence in 
achieving landscape scale conservation by providing funding and generating support for potentially 
controversial landscape changes. This was directly linked to partnership working and coordination 
and sharing between stakeholders, which appeared to be a prerequisite in delivering landscape scale 
projects. NIAs were thought to have provided the  

άAbility to apply aspects of a landscape approach to nature conservation in a conurbationέΦ 
(NIA 6) 

ά!ǎ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ŀ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŀǊŜŀ 
- joining up our sites with others.έ (NIA 10) 

3.2.8. Challenges of the NIA initi ative  

The most frequently mentioned challenges experienced as a result of the NIAs were additional 
workload mentioned by 48% of the respondents and administrative burden mentioned by 43% of 
the respondents (Figure 5).  

Figure 5: Challenges experienced as a result of the NIA initiative 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Base: 107 respondents 

 

Some of the additional challenges ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ όΨhǘƘŜǊΩύ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
complexity and burden of the M&E process as well as difficulties in communication between 
partners and reconciliation of targets and objectives. 
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ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ initiative was a surprise.έ (NIA 7) 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ.έ (NIA 3) 

Participants were also asked to rank the top three challenges they experienced (Figure 6). Results 
followed the same pattern of the previous question with the top challenges identified as: 

1. Additional workload 

2. Administrative burden 

3. High expectations 

 

Figure 6: Ranking of top three challenges experienced as a result of the NIA initiative 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Base: 78 respondents 

The remaining challenges were not experienced to any significant degree, while qualitative 
ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¦ƴŦƻǊŜǎŜŜƴ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ 
challenge, were mainly restricted to the beginning of the initiative with any problems resolved in 
due course. 

3.3 Biodiversity  

The majority of participants in the partner survey and partnership chair interviews felt that 
biodiversity benefits had been delivered over and above what would have happened anyway. 

Responses to the NIA partner survey were especially positive with partners across the NIAs believing 
that there had been improvement in all elements of biodiversity ( 
Figure 7). Partners answered ΨLƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨaǳŎƘ LƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ in the following percentages: 

¶ 88% believed there had been improvement in habitat quality 

¶ 87% believed there had been improvement in habitat extent 

¶ 86% believed there had been improvement in habitat connectivity 

¶ 68% believed there had been improvement in species  
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Figure 7: Effect of the establishment of the NIA initiative on elements of biodiversity 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Base: 105 respondents 

While many stakeholders discussed the successes of specific projects, fewer references were made 
to landscape-scale outcomes in the survey and interviews. Within the survey results the NIA 
partners were more confident expressing an opinion on habitat extent and quality; some 
uncertainty was expressed with regards to habitat connectivity όƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ Ψ5ƻƴΩǘ 
ƪƴƻǿΩύ. Some respondents felt that there is or should be a distinction between improved 
connectivity and improved knowledge of it, while others thought it might be too soon for results to 
be assessed.  

άWhilst there has been some improvement it should be noted that over a three year initiative 
this is going to be difficult to evaluate. Significant changes for the long-term will only occur 
over a longer ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦέ (NIA 3) 

Some reluctance was also expressed in the method of evaluating connectivity improvements, which 
is a limitation also identified in the literature and caveated in the NIA report (Biodiversity chapter ς 
section 5). 

άAs an indicator this [Habitat Connectivity] has been trivial and varied between NIAs, the 
scientific literature is undecided on a definition and proxy to measure this. However I can say it 
has improved based on improving the quality of select habitatsέ όbL! нύ 

In the survey improvements in species were felt to be less than for habitats. Respondents attributed 
this to the relatively short timescale of the NIA initiative and felt that some of the improvements 
expected may not have yet been recorded or indeed realised. Participants also mentioned a lack of 
benchmark species studies that could provide a baseline for comparison. 

άIt is too early to say whether habitat connectivity and species have improved or worsened, 
which only further surveys and assessments would determineΦέ όbL! сύ 

Partnership chair interviewees broadly correspond with the results of the survey. For instance they 
felt that the NL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀŘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀƴ ΨŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜΩΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ 
biodiversity to go ahead when otherwise they would have not. Others felt that NIA funding had 
enabled activities to happen much faster and on a larger scale than otherwise, even if they may have 
happened anyway.  

The national level stakeholder interviewees had a different perspective. They felt that as, in their 
view, environmental stewardship funding was the primary mechanism through which the NIAs were 
improving biodiversity, most of the biodiversity benefits might have happened anyway. Some 
national stakeholders noted that biodiversity activities which were supported by NIA grant funding 
were largely additional and that the NIAs might improve the coordination of environmental 
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stewardship activities. Across the national stakeholders the sense was that the main added value of 
the NIAs was for non-biodiversity outcomes such as community engagement and ecosystem services 
projects. 

3.4 Ecosystem services 

There was general agreement across the interviews and survey that compared to what would have 
happened anyway improvements in ecosystem services had been perceived and that specific 
services were targeted in different NIAs. The most frequently noted improvement was recognition of 
the benefits of the ecosystem approach and the increase in awareness of ecosystem services from 
practitioners in local authorities, the local community and farmers.  

άtǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪŀƎŜǎ 
between biodiversity and habitat creation/enhancŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦέ (NIA 11) 

άΧ!ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ϥƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅϥ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƳǳŎƘ 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘέ (NIA 8) 

National level stakeholders and partnership chairs both mentioned the raised profile of the concept 
and the benefits of looking at works through the ecosystem services lens. 

Specific flood management and water quality outcomes were mentioned in some NIAs and others 
reported on sustainable woodland products and carbon storage and sequestration. These 
differences were to some extent expected as improvements in some ecosystem services are linked 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ bL! ŀƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ bL!Ωǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ21 as those were set out in their 
Funding Agreements. 

The greatest perceived improvements were in support for pollinators (65% of partners perceived 
some level of improvement) and access and quality of green spaces (69% of partners perceived some 
level of improvement). ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ other ecosystem services 
depending on which NIA they were involved with, for instance: 

¶ Publicly accessible rights of way: Seven NIAs perceived some level of improvement while 
five considered there was no difference. A review of NIA Funding Agreements reveals that 
among those that identified no improvement in public access, one indeed made no 
reference to it in their objectives while for another two it was not a main objective of their 
NIA. The other two NIAs whose partners perceived no difference compared to what would 
have occurred without the establishment of the NIAs had set out enhancement of public 
awareness and access as their core objectives. 

¶ Sustainable agriculture: 11 NIAs perceived some improvement. While one of the NIAs 
considered there was no difference, the document review confirmed that sustainable 
agriculture was in fact not an objective of the NIA. 

¶ Woodland products: Seven NIAs perceived improvement though five NIAs considered there 
was no difference. All five NIAs noting no difference had no references to woodland 
products in their objectives with a few of them also focusing on different priority habitats in 
their area. It is also worth noting that woodland products were also missing as an explicit 
objective from at least two of the NIAs who noted improvements. This could be explained by 
a number of projects in those NIAs relating to woodland management. 

¶ Water Quality: 10 of the NIAs perceived improvement while two NIAs considered there was 
no difference. One of the ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ tƭŀƴ ƳŀŘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ 
was considered a good quality of water. The other NIA though, included projects aiming to 
improve the quality of water through appropriate land management.  

                                                                 
21

 !ǎ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ bL!Ωǎ CǳƴŘƛƴƎ !ƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ 
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¶ Carbon storage and sequestration: Nine NIAs perceived similar levels of improvement, but 
three NIAs considered there was no difference. Out of the three NIAs noting no 
improvement, one made no reference to carbon storage while the other two had the 
objective to investigate the potential benefits of habitat improvements for carbon storage 
and develop an understanding of the impacts of land use on carbon sequestration. 

¶ Flood management: The majority of NIAs perceived improvement in flood management 
even though for at least three of them it was not framed as an explicit objective. One NIA 
made no reference to flood management and identified no difference. 

3.4.1. Approach 2 ɀ results of the trajectory analysis  

Figure 8 shows that the number of non-ELS option applications across all NIAs decreased from 2006 
ς 2009 before increasing every year up to 2014 where it decreased substantially. The linear trend 
line (trajectory) for the years pre-NIA government grant funding suggests that the number of non-
ELS option applications during the grant funded NIA period exceeded what might have been 
expected to occur within the NIAs.  The national picture is more stable from 2006 to 2013, except for 
a spike in 2010 after which the number is consistently slightly higher; as with the NIAs there is a 
substantial decrease in 2014.  

 
Figure 8: Individual NIAs and England Except the NIAs: Total Non-ELS Option Count 2006 ς 2014 

Note: BBC = Birmingham and Black Country. DP = Dark Peak. DVGH = Dearne Valley Green Heart. GTM = Greater Thames 
Marshes. HL = Humberhead Levels. M&M = Meres and Mosses of the Marshes. MB = Morecombe Bay. MD = Marlborough 
Downs. ND = North Devon. NV = Nene Valley. SD = South Downs Way Ahead. WP = Wild Purbeck. 
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Figure 9: Individual NIAs: Total Number of Holdings with Non-ELS Option Applications 2006 ς 2014 

Note: BBC = Birmingham and Black Country. DP = Dark Peak. DVGH = Dearne Valley Green Heart. GTM = Greater Thames 
Marshes. HL = Humberhead Levels. M&M = Meres and Mosses of the Marshes. MB = Morecombe Bay. MD = Marlborough 
Downs. ND = North Devon. NV = Nene Valley. SD = South Downs Way Ahead. WP = Wild Purbeck. 

 

In Figure 9 2006 and 2008 are followed by drops in the total number of holdings. From 2010 there is 
an increase until, as with Figure 8, 2014 which shows a big drop in the number of holdings within 
non-ELS option applications. The trend in Figure 8 increases over the pre-NIA period (2006 ς 2010) 
with the number of holdings in both 2012 and 2013 exceeding that predicted by the linear trend line. 
The national picture is broadly similar (Figure 8): decreasing from 2006 to 2009 before a substantial 
increase in 2010. 2011 and 2012 have the second and third highest number of holdings, 2013 is 
slightly lower and 2014 is much lower than all previous years. 

Figure 8 and Figure 9 show that within any given year there is a great degree of heterogeneity 
between individual NIAs. The aggregate trend of a general increase over time, as described earlier, is 
not consistently repeated at the level of individual NIAs. Table 1 ranks the number of non-ELS option 
applications for each NIA from 2005 ς 2014. This shows that there is no consistent pattern in the 
years with most options across the NIAs.  

Table 1: Years Ranked for Individual NIA and Aggregate NIA Based on Number of non-ELS Option 
Applications 

NIA 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

BBC - - - 1 2 6 4 5 3 - 

DP - - 1 6 4 3 7 5 8 2 

DVGH - - 7 - 5 2 6 4 3 - 

GTM - 1 9 2 7 4 6 3 8 5 

HL 1 2 5 6 8 4 7 10 9 3 

M&M 2 8 3 9 5 7 10 4 6 1 

MB 1 5 2 4 7 8 9 3 10 6 

MD - 4 3 6 - 8 5 1 7 2 

ND 1 10 9 4 3 6 5 8 7 2 

NV 1 5 8 3 7 10 6 9 4 2 
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NIA 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

SD 1 3 4 6 9 8 7 10 5 2 

WP 2 7 3 8 9 5 4 10 6 1 

NIA 
Aggregate 

1 5 3 4 6 7 8 9 10 2 

NOTE: The year with most non-ELS option applications is ranked 10, and the least 1. The colours match the rank. BBC = 
Birmingham and Black Country. DP = Dark Peak. DVGH = Dearne Valley Green Heart. GTM = Greater Thames Marshes. HL = 
Humberhead Levels. M&M = Meres and Mosses of the Marshes. MB = Morecombe Bay. MD = Marlborough Downs. ND = 
North Devon. NV = Nene Valley. SD = South Downs Way Ahead. WP = Wild Purbeck. 

 

Appendix 8 presents the graphs and table for individual NIAs for the total number of non-ELS options 
applications and a table of the number of related holdings within each NIA. 

3.4.2. Approach 3 ɀ results  of comparative analysis  

As the comparative analysis is based on individual NIAs it is not possible to provide a summary at the 
initiative level. Appendix 9 presents descriptive statistics (scattergrams and graphs) for the individual 
NIAs.  

Across the individual NIAs there appears from the data analysis to be no consistent trend for the 
NCA and ALT comparisons.  It is not possible, therefore, on the basis of the data analysis to provide 
an aggregated summary assessment of the difference the NIAs have made at the initiative level.  

At the level of individual NIAs a Mann-Whitney U test was undertaken and with the exception of 
2007 all p-values are greater than 0.05 thus the median density values are not statistically significant 
and the null hypothesis - that there is no difference between the median density values within NIAs 
compared to their ALT / NCA comparators - is not rejected (results presented in Appendix 9).  
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What difference have the NIAs made to non-ELS agri-environment option applications  

An initial assessment of the results from Approach 2 suggests that over the government grant 
funded period across the 12 NIAs, the number of non-ELS option applications appears at first sight to 
have exceeded what might be expected based on the historical trend and the national average. 
However, more detailed analysis indicates this would be an invalid conclusion as within individual 
NIAs there is no clear pattern in the pre-NIA or NIA periods.  The aggregate trend (as shown in 
Figure 8) also exhibits very high sensitivity to the trends of individual NIAs. 

As there is no consistency in the observed trends across the NIAs individually it is considered to be 
unsound to infer a trend from them collectively. This means it is not possible to provide a quantified 
assessment of the difference that the NIA initiative has made to applications for non-ELS options on 
the basis of the current dataset.  

Data provided by Natural England (Table 5.4 in the Year 3 report) show that the area of land under 
Environmental Stewardship across all NIAs increased by 10.8% over the period 2012 to 2015 
compared to 7.2% across the whole of England22. The survey responses also indicate that the NIAs 
have made a positive difference with partners from 11 of the 12 NIAs feeling that the NIAs have 
resulted in improvements in sustainable agriculture (which includes environmental stewardship and 
management of woodlands). 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άmuch of the NIA initiative has been delivered 
through HLSέ [NL 1]. Other stakeholders made similar comments indicating that in their view the 
NIAs have been working to improve uptake and use of environmental stewardship.  

This suggests that across the NIAs there has been considerable activity related to agri-environment 
options and that the delivery of non-ELS agri-environment options has improved, but in a way that is 
not detectable through the methods deployed in Approaches 2 and 3.  

It is likely that there are two inter-related reasons for this.  The first relates to how the NIAs have 
ōŜŜƴ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
data in this policy area. 

On the first point, respondents to the survey suggested that the NIAs have made a positive impact 
on the quality, rather than total number, of agri-environment options, for example:  

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎ ΧŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Ǉƭŀƴǎ 
and securing HLS funding for the farmers. This would not have happened without the funding 
that came with the NIA.έ (NIA 10) 

ά¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ funding of a NIA land advisor we have delivered 13 HLS applications that have 
focused on restoring and linking priority habitats.έ (NIA 9) 

άWe have been ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛ-environment schemes, 
improving the quality of delivery and therefore quality of the habitat they are managing.έ (NIA 
7) 

ά/ƻ-ordination of agri-environment support with NIA objectives has led to development of 
more environmentally sustainable agriculture, although there is much room for improvement.έ 
(NIA 2) 

These responses, when combined with the other evidence reported in this section suggests that the 
initial hypothesis for Approaches 2 and 3, that the NIAs have increased the extent of land under 
environmental stewardship, is at best only partially valid. Instead, NIA activity has focused on 
improving the quality of environmental stewardship ς improving targeting (spatially and in terms 
of types of options) and delivery. 

                                                                 
22 Analysis based on data supplied by Natural England on Environmental Stewardship scheme coverage.  Land area of England used for the 
calculation taken as 13,348,000ha (the total land area above MHW as used in the Lawton report). 
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Considering the nature of the data, the challenges of detecting changes in non-ELS agri-environment 
ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƛƎƴŀƭ ǘƻ ƴƻƛǎŜ ǊŀǘƛƻΩΤ 
meaning that there are multiple factors which are influencing the observed trends making it very 
difficult to detect the changes in the number of non-ELS agri-environment option applications. 
Examples of these confounding factors are presented in Section 4 under the limitations for 
Approaches 2 and 3. These factors include: 

¶ Diversity of the NIAs - The NIAs are a highly diverse group of partnerships whose ecology, 
priorities, staffing expertise, previous use of environmental stewardship and size vary 
substantially. Some aspects are controlled to a degree by Approach 3 that seeks to make 
comparison within similar landscape types, but even here landscape types are themselves 
aggregations of a variety of sub-landscapes so the comparison within and without NIAs will 
not necessarily be a close one.  

¶ The scale of the NIAs - Data provided through the online tool suggests that across the NIAs 
12.4% of the priority habitats (not total land) across the NIAs are subject to management by 
the NIA partnerships.  Therefore it is likely that within any one NIA most of the changes in 
environmental stewardship activity are not on land managed by the NIAs. 

¶ Previous activities within NIAs - 10 of the 12 NIAs were based on existing partnerships. 
These partnerships were actively using environmental stewardship to meet their pre-NIA 
objectives.  Many of the NIA partnerships had past landscape scale actions (e.g. protected 
area strategies, HLS target areas) and overlapping (temporal and spatial) landscape 
initiatives. 

¶ Agri-environment policy ς there were a number of policy changes over the timespan of the 
data. The most significant of these is likely to be the end of the 2007 ς 2013 funding 
initiative resulting in few options being available in 2014 (and a push for final applications in 
the penultimate year of 2013, as seen).  The pattern of renewal from 2005 to 2010 when 
options were migrating from the classic schemes (for which we have no data) to 
environmental stewardship was probably driving much of the increase over this time period. 

Summary 

The NIA initiative appears to be causing relatively marginal changes in the total number of non-ELS 
agri-environment option applications and related holdings. It is apparent that it is not possible to 
detect such marginal changes at the landscape scale. This is because of the signal to noise ratio, 
meaning that the data is responding to lots of confounding factors (noise), including changes to 
policy, and redundancies and time lags within the data.  At the same time the NIAs are directly 
affecting only a small proportion of agri-environment schemes across all NIAs and are not prioritising 
increases in the number of options, rather they have sought to improve targeting and delivery 
(signal). 

The qualitative data suggest that the NIAs have provided greater coordination of option types; 
improved spatial targeting; and combining NIA grants with agri-environment funds to improve 
quality of delivery. 

3.5 Social and economic 

Social and economic benefits were a challenging area for partners to assess. Nonetheless, compared 
to what would have occurred without the NIA initiative, partners in the survey believed there have 
been improvements in community relations (75% of partners noted improvement) and aesthetic and 
cultural quality (69% of partners noted improvement).  

ά/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
public knowledge and support of the special features of the area future work will always be 
limited, we have carried out extensive public dialogue and local working to understand the 
thoughts and feelings of the local population and in order that they understand what our aims 
and objectives aǊŜΦέ (NIA 3) 
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ά[ƻŀŘǎ ƻŦ 'community' work and better understanding ƻŦ ϥ[ŀǿǘƻƴϥ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΦέ (NIA 7) 

Views on improvements in working with schools varied significantly depending on the NIAs. Whereas 
eight NIAs noted improvements, four noted No difference as their modal answer. This can largely be 
explained by the difference in priorities and objectives of the NIAs.  

Three out of four NIAs that noted no improvements had not included any kind of activities to engage 
with schools in their Funding Agreements. The fourth NIA had a small budget dedicated to school 
visits which might explain the partner survey result.  

Perceived improvements in health outcomes of communities also varied, but depending on the type 
of respondent. Community organisations, perhaps acting as facilitators enjoying a more direct 
involvement with the community, were more likely to note an improvement. Whether the NIAs had 
affected ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƳƛȄŜŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ оф҈ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ Ψƴƻ 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩ όFigure 10). 

Overall, the partnership chairs felt that the NIA initiative and related funding enabled people to work 
across traditional divides (referred to as silos) and provided seed funding for projects that would 
have been unlikely to be implemented otherwise. 

 

 

Figure 10: Social and economic benefits from the establishment of the NIA initiative 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 

Note: Asterisk (*) indicates there was significant variation in responses (refer to Appendix 3) 

Base: 103 respondents 
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4. Methodological Analysis and Implications  
 

4.1 Methodological Limitations  

4.1.1. Limitations of Approach  1 

The survey had self-selection bias as partners chose whether or not to respond.  The characteristics 
of respondents in the survey (Figure 11) reveal an uneven distribution of participants per 
stakeholder category, with NGOs, Government agencies (Natural England / Environment Agency / 
Forestry Commission / Defra) and Local government/Planning authorities forming the majority of 
participants, while private companies and farmers/landowners are less represented. This however, 
to a great extent, reflects the makeup of the NIA partnerships, according to baseline information23.  

 

Figure 11: Characteristics of NIA partner survey respondents 

Source: NIA Partner Survey 2015 
Base: 109 respondents 

The experiences of different partners reflects the diversity of the NIAs, but also the range of roles 
different partners had within their NIA; some were heavily involved, others less so. This meant it was 
ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊceptions of the ΨimpactΩ of the NIAs depended on their involvement and 
the objectives of their NIA.  

In recognition of this, and as described in the methodology section, the research team employed 
non-parametric statistical analysis to account for variability in responses, testing for three main 
variables. 

Selection bias was inherent to national level interviews. 12 stakeholders were approached and seven 
agreed to talk. This element of Approach м ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜΩΦ  
Rather, the intention was to interview representatives of national organisations, agencies and NGOs 
with an interest in landscape scale conservation, to understand what the effects, if any, of the NIAs 
had been from a strategic perspective, and to be able to compare with views of those involved 
directly in specific NIAs (partnership chairs and partners). Interviews were held with representatives 
of environment NGOs, Government agencies and farming NGOs. It was felt that this reflected a 
sufficient range of opinion. 

11 of the 12 partnership chairs were interviewed. It is possible that the interviewees presented a 
biased and positive image of the NIAs to increase the perceived benefits of their work, but in reality 
their responses appear balanced with positive and negative reflections being presented. The 
inclusion of national stakeholders provided an alternative, more neutral, viewpoint compared with 
the partnership chairs that allowed account to be taken of any such bias. 

                                                                 
23 Source: ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎƻƭƭŀǘŜŘ bL! ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǇǊŜŀŘǎƘŜŜǘ άbL! !ƭƭ 5Ŝǘŀƛƭǎ CLb![ Wǳƭȅ нлмоέ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΦ  
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A related limitation to Approach 1 was tƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ 
about the difference the NIA had made.  This was mitigated to some extent by triangulation with 
different stakeholders and data from the online tool. 

Due to the different roles of each stakeholder the questions and information received were not 
necessarily consistent across all research methods. Therefore there were cases where the 
triangulation of results for Approach 1 included only two of the research methods described in the 
methodology section as there were some themes that were not covered by both the interviews and 
the survey.  

4.1.2. Limitations of Approaches  2 and 3 

The nature of the data, the NIAs, and agri-environment policy means that there are some important 
limitations to the results of Approaches 2 and 3 and the ability to draw clear conclusions from them. 
Both of these approaches were intended to be experimental so that lessons could be learned for 
future application. Limitations include: 

1. The dataset includes every environmental stewardship application (complete / incomplete, 
successful / unsuccessful) made between 2005 and 2014. This means that the data includes 
an unknowable number of failed applications and duplicates. 

2. The data is a proxy. It is assumed that the number of applications for non-ELS agri-
environment options reflects the number of applications for successful environment 
stewardship funding and related biodiversity improvements. There are some features of the 
data which reduce the value of applications as a proxy: 

o The data shows the year that an application is made, this does not necessarily relate 
to when the environmental stewardship activity / on the ground works are 
undertaken. This reduces the value of the data as a proxy for activity. 

o The duration of the option (i.e. the time from the application being made to work 
ending and the application becoming inactive) differs depending on its type, 
meaning that the trends in applications for options will differ depending on the 
types of options available within an area and the types of options applied for.  

o It is not possible to differentiate between options within the NIA area that are the 
result of the NIA partnership and those that are not. 

o The data processing has used agreement points rather than the area files for the 
agreements, but there is no specific relationship between the agreements holding 
area and the area actually affected by the options ς especially where an individual 
holding may have areas both inside and outside the NIA.  

3. There are a large number of confounding factors within agri-environment policy which are 
likely to be partly responsible for the trends observed in the data, examples of these 
include:24 

o New funding and programming rounds running between 2007-13 and 2014-2020.  
The low number of applications in 2014 is likely due in part to the fact that it was the 
interim period between Rural Development Programme (RDP) programming rounds, 
so there were few options still open to which applications could be made. 

o The closure of set-aside policy in 2008 reduced the total number of available 
options. 

o Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ΨaŀƪƛƴƎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ {ǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇ aƻǊŜ 9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ όa9{a9ύ ŀƴŘ 

                                                                 
24 The M&E project team discussed preliminary results with a agri-environment monitoring and evaluation expert from Natural England. 
This discussion informed this section. 
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the Enhanced Training and Information Initiative (ETIP) 25, certain previously non-ELS 
options were made available to ELS and taken out of higher level stewardship. This 
had the effect of reducing the total number of option types available from 2010. 

o ¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇƛǊȅ ƻŦ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŜƭŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ΨŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ǎŎƘŜƳŜΩΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ 
Stewardship, from 2005 is responsible for some of the increases in non-ELS agri-
environment options up to 2010 (which was the year at which all classic scheme 
options were up for renewal).  For instance, the data show that in 2010 there was a 
big spike in applications for England except the NIAs. 

o Options targeted under Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) were also expiring 
over this time period and being replaced by environmental stewardship.  

o The Campaign for the Farmed Environment (CFE)26 was active from 2009 and may 
have affected the distribution of options. 

o The number of these confounding factors substantially reduces the efficacy of using 
a trajectory approach as the results for any given year are likely to be responding to 
factors that are outside the control of the NIAs. 

4. Options that were inside an NIA area, but not within a holding polygon were excluded from 
the analysis. This was necessary to: allow for the analysis of holdings; provide greater 
attribution of options to the NIA; and, greatly simplified data analysis. It was calculated that 
for any given year this affected less than 1% of the records. 

5. The analysis used point-based data rather than the extents of the agreements and did not 
disaggregate on the individual options (although within the context of a multi-objective NIA 
it may be justifiable to include all HLS (and equivalent) options).  

6. The dataset does not control for other co-ordination activities operating over part of 
England through past and existing non-NIA partnership initiatives (e.g. Landscape 
Partnerships projects, RSPB Futurescapes, Butterfly Conservation Areas etc) where some of 
the objectives are the same as those reflected in the NIA initiative. Some of these other 
initiatives overlap the NIAs. 

4.2 Reflections  

This section reflects on Approaches 1 to 3, what worked well and less well and what learning there is 
for future evaluations of interventions in this area (nature conservation generally and partnership 
based landscape scale conservation specifically). 

4.2.1. What worked well?  

Approach 1 

¶ Approach 1 provided evidence that improved understanding of the NIAs, the difference they 
had made and mechanisms for improved delivery. 

¶ The logic model including the attribution routes supported the development of the 
questions used within Approach 1. The logic model was effective in identifying which 
questions should be prioritised. This allowed the survey and the interviews to be kept short.  

¶ Working with the NIA project officers to share the survey is felt to have increased the 
response rate as partners were more familiar and comfortable with the officers as they had 
worked together for some time. 

                                                                 
25 Due to the migration to gov.uk no information detailing these policies could be found online. 
26 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/campaign-for-the-farmed-environment  

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/campaign-for-the-farmed-environment
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¶ The non-parametric statistical analysis undertaken on the survey meant that it was possible 
to reflect more robustly on the results across the NIA initiative whilst noting significant 
differences between NIAs and respondent (based on their sector and level of involvement). 

¶ The response rate to the survey (46%) was good; this suggests that working with project 
officers and targeted follow ups was effective. 

Approach 2 and 3 

¶ Comparing the NIAs to the national trends provided useful context and allowed for a greater 
understanding of the effect of changes in national agri-environment policy. 

¶ The NCA and ALT comparators are considered to be a viable way of contextualising the 
trajectory results. 

All approaches 

¶ The triangulation within and across the three approaches allowed for a greater 
understanding of the issues and where results from different NIAs and stakeholders groups 
agreed and disagreed. 

¶ The output data provided through the online tool, in combination with the evidence from 
Approach 1 meant that the results from Approaches 2 and 3 could be better understood. 

¶ It has been possible to provide a qualitative understanding of the counterfactual and to 
identify, test and evidence attribution routes. 

4.2.2. What worked less well?  

Approach 1 

¶ Although the response rate was good some stakeholder groups were less well represented 
than wished for. 

Approaches 2 and 3 

¶ The first set of environmental stewardship data that was provided (in May 2015) was not fit 
for purpose as it was a snapshot of live applications in 2014. This was eventually resolved 
with a whole new dataset. 

¶ It would have been ideal to test the initial hypothesis - that NIAs were increasing the number 
of options and holdings with options  - with stakeholders familiar with the NIAs and explore 
the results. This was not possible as the funded stage of the NIA initiative had finished and 
would have increased the scope of the experimental work significantly. The results suggest 
that the hypothesis for Approaches 2 and 3 was only partially valid, although this is a 
valuable result in itself. 

¶ It was assumed that it would be possible to provide an assessment of the difference the NIA 
initiative made to agri-environment options at the initiative level. This was not the case 
because of the highly diverse nature of the NIAs and because the action of NIAs was only 
one among many factors that could have influenced outcomes (signal to noise ratio). 

All approaches 

¶ It has not been possible to provide a quantified assessment of the counterfactual for the NIA 
initiative. This is due the limits of the research methodologies, the nature of the data and in 
particular the lack of granularity / attribution of actions to NIAs ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎΩ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ 
context, approaches and outcomes. 

4.3 Implications f or future monitoring and evaluation  

A number of implications for monitoring and evaluation of initiatives similar to the NIAs can be 
drawn from the results of this work. 
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4.3.1. The value of stakeholder views  

The results and conclusions from Approach 1 illustrate the value of surveying opinions of partners 
and stakeholders engaged in such a policy intervention.  The triangulation of the three sets of 
qualitative data provided for robust analysis of what proved to be very rich data sources.   

The interviews and survey allowed for the logic model and attribution routes to be tested and 
ultimately validated. 

4.3.2. The environmental stewardship data is potentially useful  

The environmental stewardship data provided by Natural England is extensive and has potential 
value for use in evaluating counterfactuals, subject to a number of conditions/assumptions.  It 
includes a number of features that could be used in future M&E projects, summarised in Table 2. 

Table 2: Potentially relevant features from the environments stewardship data set 

Temporal features Spatial Features Extent features 
Option Type 

Features 
Administrative 

features 
Including: 

¶ When work 
related to a 
specific option 
starts / ends 

¶ When an 
application was 
made 

Including: 

¶ Which holding an 
option is in. 

¶ Coordinates of an 
option 

¶ Which National 
Character Area / 
region / county / 
town an option is 
in 

Including: 

¶ The length / area 
/ number of trees 

Including: 

¶ What sort of 
option 

¶ Cost of the option 

Including: 

¶ Whether an 
option is active / 
closed 

¶ How the 
application was 
made 

¶ Why it was closed 
(if closed) 

 

Which of these features are considered relevant will depend on the sort of intervention that is being 
evaluated. For instance, the results from Approaches 2 and 3 (see Section 3) suggest that the main 
effect of the NIAs was on improving coordination of the types and spatial arrangement of options; 
any future work might wish to consider the features relevant to option type. This will not necessarily 
be straightforward. For example assessing changes in spatial features would require a very good 
understanding of conditions on the ground (relating to habitat quality, connectivity and other land 
uses) and is likely to be very resource intensive (requiring ecological or detailed modelling and/or 
surveying) and challenging.   

Using the features relevant to option type it might be possible to assess changes in the types of 
options over time. It is suggested that any such assessment would have to be NIA (or other project) 
specific given the particular priorities and approaches of different NIAs. Considering the signal to 
noise challenge it would also be necessary to develop a detailed understanding of what the NIAs (or 
other projects) were seeking to do, i.e. which specific option types were they seeking to affect. 
Without this understanding or a substantial change in the amount of holdings being affected by the 
NIA it is likely that any changes would be undetected in the background noise. 

In theory, this approach could have been deployed for the NIAs, but for it to be effective the 
following assumptions would need to have been in place: 

1. NIAs had a suitably clear prioritisation of option types. 

2. NIAs had implemented their prioritisation of option types  

3. The change in option types was of a sufficiently large scale to be observable against changes 
in the NIA which were not the result of NIA activity. 

4. There were no major changes in agri-environment policy including available options. 

This research suggests that none (or few) of these assumptions were true over the grant-funded NIA 
initiative period and it is likely that a quantitative approach, using the available dataset, cannot 
provide a realistic or meaningful counterfactual at the initiative level.  
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Such an approach could be tested on other landscape scale initiatives in the future where non-ELS 
agri-environment options are used and two alternative hypotheses could be tested: 

¶ An increased uptake of specific types of options, e.g. landscape-scale options, is to be 
expected as a result of the initiative. 

¶ An increased option density per hectare is to be expected as a result of the initiative. 

This could be possible but the same assumptions would need to hold true, and in practice it is likely 
that there are many more factors that cannot be controlled that would make it difficult to draw 
meaningful conclusions as to the counterfactual in such situations.  The timescale over which the 
intervention is evaluated is also relevant ς a longer time-scale (than three years) is likely to increase 
the signal to noise ratio and/or the degree of confidence in any trends that might be observed. 

4.3.3. M&E must either reduce or account for flexibility  

As intended by Defra and Natural England the NIAs were a highly context specific and variable 
initiative and, as shown in Section 3, flexibility was one of their strengths. This does present 
challenges for M&E27, to which there are two apparent responses: 

1. Recognising that flexibility is inherent and disaggregating the analysis to the project level; or 

2. Creating rigid objectives that can be aggregated across the initiative through greater 
comparability ς ideally based on existing national datasets to allow for comparative analysis. 

Disaggregating the results would allow for a more detailed consideration of the counterfactual at the 
project level. This could be supported initially by qualitative research, as under Approach 1, which 
would allow for the identification and testing of project-specific logic models that could then be 
tested using qualitative data where appropriate. 

The alternative to focusing on the counterfactual for specific projects would be setting clear and 
rigid initiative objectives which are linked to specific existing datasets. For instance an initiative 
could specify that increasing the extent of area with non-ELS agri-environment options (or a specific 
option type or total cost of options) is a priority of the initiative and all related projects. It would 
then be possible to monitor changes before and after the initiative using existing monitoring 
initiatives and datasets as well as compared to other areas/nationally.  It is recognised that setting 
fixed initiative level objectives reduces the scope to test a variety of approaches/interventions at the 
project level.  It would however allow comparisons across projects within that initiative in a way that 
is not possible where each project is designed to be unique. 

  

                                                                 
27 See also Bennett et al, 2015 (CSFF final report). 
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4.4 Conclusions 

The results from Approach 1 show the value of detailed qualitative research as they have provided 
insights into the counterfactual and the attribution routes whilst also contextualising the output 
data provided by the online tool.  

The results from Approaches 2 and 3 suggest it is not possible to provide an assessment of the 
counterfactual for non-ELS agri-environment options at the scale of the NIAs initiative; this is due to 
the signal to noise challenge, but also because the NIAs themselves are highly diverse and as such it 
is not appropriate to aggregate them to the initiative level.  These lessons are consistent with the 
conclusions drawn in the CSFF scoping study, undertaken as part of the wider NIA evaluation 
project28.  

The following broad lessons for counterfactual evaluations are based on these results: 

¶ Use logic model and attribution routes to identify mechanisms for delivery which are unique 
to your initiative. Use these to prioritise your evidence collection. 

¶ Work with stakeholders to refine and ground truth your logic model, attribution routes, 
hypothesis you wish to test and your results. 

¶ Engage with multiple stakeholder types using a range of research methods. 

¶ Recognise the diversity of projects and account for this within your analysis - when is it 
suitable/not suitable to aggregate to the initiative level? 

¶ Look for opportunities for triangulation. 

 

                                                                 
28 Bennett, T., Phillips, P., Sheate, W., Eales, R. and Baker, J. (2015), Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund Monitoring and Evaluation 
Scoping Study ς Final Report by Collingwood Environmental Planning and GeoData for Defra (July, 2015). 
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Appendix 1 : NIA logic Model and Attribution Routes  

 

  




























































