Annex


Lessons learnt from the ‘Dales Habitat Survey’ PROJECT
1.  Intention of the project

1.1  Why was the project set up?

In the late 1990s it was increasingly being recognised that information on the distribution and status of wildlife in the National Park was out of date.  This made it virtually impossible to know whether the Authority and its partners were having any real impact on the biodiversity in the Park — a particular problem given the need to start reporting progress on the newly-developed Local Biodiversity Action Plan (Nature in the Dales).  Without an up-to-date and robust evidence base, it was also very difficult to target conservation action on priority habitats and species.
As a result, the Authority’s Wildlife Conservation Team began to look at ways to overcome this lack of data.  However, it is worth emphasizing that, initially, there was no plan for a ‘Dales Habitat Survey’ project.  Instead, the initial ‘plan’ was to carry out survey work ad hoc, in response to opportunities.  It was only later, when the scale of what might actually be achieved became apparent, that a more co-ordinated and consistent approach was taken.  As a result, the habitat survey did not benefit from the project planning phase that would normally precede a project of this scale.   This is probably the single most important factor that influenced the challenges faced during the project, and is one of the major lessons to be learnt from this review.
1.2  What was the project intended to achieve?

Initially, there were no written project aims and objectives.  The intention was simply to get as much up to date information as other opportunities would allow.  
However, the project was kick-started in 2002 by the Craven Integrated Rural Development (CIRD) Project.  CIRD was a partnership between Craven District Council (CDC), Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority (YDNPA), and Yorkshire Forward (YF).  It was intended to develop new approaches and ideas to help businesses to make the most of the local environmental assets, including the habitats and wildlife. When it became clear that the only data on these assets was 15 years old it was agreed to commission a new survey.  Yorkshire Forward committed £100,000 to survey the area of the Park within Craven District.  It is fair to say that, without that initial investment, the project would probably still be a pipedream.
Following the Craven survey, a formal objective was developed, and included in the 2003-04 Best Value Performance Plan:

To work with partners to ensure that the condition of all the important habitats…of the National Park is reviewed over a 10-year period, as the basis for updating conservation programmes.
More specifically, the intention was to build on the work done in Craven and carry out full surveys of the important habitats in South Lakeland and Richmondshire.

1.3  Original timescale

The original timescale was to survey all relevant habitats within 10 years.  We knew that the Phase 1 vegetation survey carried out in the 1980s had taken around 5 years to complete and employed a total of 15 people so that a similar level of time and resources would be needed.  Following the injection of funding from Yorkshire Forward, it became conceivable that we could go on to complete a proactive programme of survey across the whole Park.  At that time (2003), it was estimated that a Park-wide survey could be completed by December 2005 (i.e. that the whole survey would take 3 years - 1 year for Craven, 1 year for South Lakeland and 1 year for Richmondshire).  There would then be some subsequent work to finish digitising and analysing the data.  The nominal completion date for the project was, therefore, June 2006.
1.4  Original resourcing

Following the start of the survey of Craven (2002), the total net cost to the Authority of completing the project was estimated to be £193,500, based on the figures shown below: 
	Period
	Project
	Carried out by
	Costs
	Income

	2000-02
	Limestone Pavement Survey
	YDNPA staff & volunteers
	£1,000
	

	2002
	Limestone Country Project Condition Assessment
	Bullen Consultants
	£50,000
	-£50,000


	2002/03
	Craven District Habitat Survey
	Ecoscope Consultants
	£100,000
	-£100,000
 



	2002/03
	Ecological Data Management Review
	Jeremy Benn Associates
	£10,000
	

	2003/04
	Development of MOBY data handling tools and data entry
	Jeremy Benn Associates
	£45,000
	-£12,5001


	2004
	South Lakeland survey
	
	£50,000
	

	2005/06
	Richmondshire survey 
	
	£100,000
	

	Total
	
	
	£356,000
	-£162,500


1.5  PROPOSED Means of delivery

The proposed means of delivery were varied.  However, the main elements were:

· to use ecological consultants to carry out the majority of the survey work (targeted on the known locations of priority habitats from the Phase 1 survey).  To avoid duplication, SSSI areas were excluded from the survey, on the basis that we would be able to get that data from what is now Natural England.  
· to use consultants (Jeremy Benn Associates) to review the best way to handle the data, and to adapt our IT systems accordingly
· to use consultants (Jeremy Benn Associates) to convert the mapped data into a digitised format (MAPINFO).

· YDNPA staff to contact landowners to obtain permission to survey.  If permission was denied these sites were not surveyed.

· The project would be overseen by Tim Thom, Senior Wildlife Conservation Officer, YDNPA.  The ecological consultants would also be paid to employ a project manager to deal with the day-to-day running of the contract and to manage the surveyors.  Quality control was carried out by the consultants using standard benchmark methods which were industry standards for commercial ecological consultants.
2.  THE REALITY

2.1. WHAT WAS ACTUALLY ACHIEVED
We now have a MAPINFO-based habitat map of the Dales and a wealth of additional descriptive and quantitative data on the habitats of the Yorkshire Dales.  We were able to cover the majority of the Park although there are gaps where landowners did not provide permission or areas we did not survey because we understood that existing data was already available but did not actually materialise.
We are now able to report meaningfully on most of the priority habitats in the Yorkshire Dales — a major step forward.  We are using the data for a wide range of purposes ranging from farm surveys to targeting major new peatland restoration projects.  This puts the Yorkshire Dales in a better position than any other National Park Authority in the UK.
2.2.  FINAL TIMESCALE
The ‘Habitat Survey’ project has taken 6 years to get to the point where the survey is substantively complete and the data is publicly available.  There are still a few areas of woodland to be surveyed.  These will be included in the 2009 work programme.
2.3. FINAL cost/RESOURCES
The final net cost was £236,425 – an increase of £42,925.  More detail is set out in the table overleaf.

Half of the increase came from an increase in the cost of surveying the Craven area.  The remainder relates to the significant amount of YDNPA staff time needed to resolve various data errors (see 2.4.3 and 4.2.5).  It is also worth noting that the consultants informed us that they had under-estimated the time and complexity of the survey work.  A rough estimate of the true cost of re-doing the entire project is probably around £500,000.
	Period
	Action
	Carried out by
	Costs
	Income

	2000-02
	Limestone Pavement Survey
	YDNPA staff & volunteers
	~£1,000
	

	2002
	Limestone Country Project Condition Assessment
	Bullen Consultants
	£50,000
	-£50,000

	2002/03
	Craven District Habitat Survey
	Ecoscope Consultants
	£126,640
	-£100,000

	2002/03
	Ecological Data Management Review
	Jeremy Benn Associates
	£9,647
	

	2003/04
	Development of MOBY data handling tools and data entry
	Jeremy Benn Associates
	£48,746
	-£12,500

	2004
	South Lakeland District Habitat Survey
	Bullen Consultants
	£34,924
	

	2005/06
	Richmondshire District Habitat Survey
	Faber-Maunsell

	£107,968
	

	2005-08
	Data entry, quality control, error correction
	YDNPA staff
	~£15,000
	

	2008
	Cumbria Woodlands Survey
	YDNPA staff
	~£5,000
	

	TOTAL 
	
	
	£398,925
	-£162,500


2.4.  Actual means of delivery

2.4.1
Surveying

As intended, this was mainly delivered under contract to commercial consultants. 
2.4.2
Data management

In the early stages this was carried out by Jeremy Benn Associates as planned.  Later on, the ecological consultants did the digitising as part of the surveying contract.
2.4.3
Data input

Once the detailed data began to be used by Authority staff, it became apparent that there were significant errors, particularly in the mapped data.  The Senior Wildlife Conservation Officer had to spend a substantial amount of time rectifying these errors.
2.4.4
Public access to data

It was originally intended that access to the data would be through the Authority’s in-house GIS (known as ‘MoBY’).  However, it soon became apparent that this would not be a viable means of allowing those outside the Authority to access data easily.  Instead, the data is now being made available through a service-level agreement with the Yorkshire and Humber Environmental Data Network (YHEDN).
3.  Sustaining the project

Habitat surveys will need to be repeated in some form from 2010, if we are to continue to meet the Authority’s objective.  Project planning will start in 2009, working in conjunction with key partners such as Natural England to ensure a cost-effective and co-ordinated approach.  A key part of this planning will be to identify sources of external funding.
3.1.  REPEAT SURVEYS

We have continued to update our data at regular intervals as we carry out other surveys (e.g. for Farm Environment Plans or as part of the Haytime Project).  However, this alone will not cover the full geographic extent within the timescale required.  Repeat survey work will need to begin again from 2010.  The feedback we received from the consultants was that whole Districts were too large and complex to manage in a year.  It is intended, therefore, to split the Park into 10 smaller survey areas – making it more manageable and spreading the costs over a longer period. 

3.2
Data management

The management and accessibility of survey data will now be significantly improved through the online access provide through the Service Level Agreement with the YHEDN.  The technical specification of future surveys will be worked up in conjunction with them to ensure that mapping standards are consistent and compatible with the latest software.  The added bonus of the link with the NEYDC is that it will give the Authority access to regional and national datasets that it could not previously access.

4.  Lessons Learnt
4.1.  
General
4.1.1
Project planning

The most important lesson learnt from the ‘habitat mapping project’ was that, as there was no true project at the outset, there was no initial project planning.  Many of the challenges that came up later would probably have been identified in the planning stage. 
4.1.2
Use of consultants

Contracts and specifications for external consultants need to be very tightly defined.  Mechanisms need to be built into contracts to outline clearly the implications of non-delivery or poor performance of any aspect of the work outlined in the contract. 

4.2
Specific
4.2.1
Identifying areas to survey

This generally worked well.  However, we did find that there was not as much data available for SSSIs as first thought.  This means that there is still only limited recent habitat data for some SSSI areas.  We also found that the Phase 1 may have missed some important habitats particularly in the South Lakeland part of the Park and we may have underestimated the true extent of some important habitats.

4.2.2
Contacting landowners

The system we developed was very robust and is now used whenever we need to contact large numbers of landowners.  The success rate is that around 60% of landowners grant permission.  This is good although we need to explore mechanisms to increase the level of response which may mean we need to find ways to demonstrate the benefits of good survey data to the landowner.  Our landowner database is also not comprehensive and there are significant gaps in our knowledge. 
4.2.3
Habitat definitions

The surveyors were not always able to define habitats to Phase II.  The habitats in the Yorkshire Dales have been modified for a number of reasons and often do not fit the National Vegetation Classification.  As a result the Senior Wildlife Conservation Officer had to develop a new classification system based on UK Biodiversity Action Plan definitions and go back and reclassify all the habitat maps.  This lead to significant delays in reporting the results of the habitat surveys.
4.2.4.
Condition assessment 
Nationally, there two different methodologies for assessing the condition of habitats – one for SSSIs and one for Farm Environment Plans.  This lack of a single condition assessment method was a big stumbling block and means that we have to report separately on habitat condition within and outside SSSIs.  We also found that, although training was provided, condition assessment was obviously a new skill for even the most experienced botanical surveyors.  As a result only a proportion of the habitat highlighted was actually assessed.  The sample is large enough to report on condition for most habitats but more could have been done.  In addition, both assessment methods were altered during the survey period making comparisons difficult.
4.2.5
Mapping

Mapping standards were variable.  Some of the surveyors were excellent botanists but found accurate field mapping difficult.  The scale of mapping was also variable despite the specification.  Some surveyors mapped sites as habitat mosaics that could easily have been mapped as separate habitats (although this was in part due to the time pressures resulting from the consultants under-estimating the complexity of the project.  
The survey period coincided with a period of change in Ordnance Survey (OS) mapping technology so that data from the survey has been digitised onto different OS base maps.  This has created some mapping errors.  Most of these have been resolved with the introduction of OS ‘Mastermap’ but most of the habitat survey data cannot be made Mastermap-compatible without very significant work.  This conversion will be done over the course of several years.  

It also became clear when using the maps after the contracts had been completed that the consultants who digitised the maps had also made a number of basic digitising errors which, if subject to good quality control, should have been corrected.  As a result staff at the Authority have had to work with the consultants to correct some of these mistakes which again caused delays in reporting the project results.

4.2.6
Data entry
A lot of staff time was used up in transferring data from field notes made on paper into the more accessible electronic formats.  The feasibility and cost of using field computers to input data directly should be explored to see if it would be more cost-effective.

4.2.7
Data management & accessibility 
The work that Jeremy Benn Associates put into redesigning MOBY and organising our databases and the way they were managed was excellent.  Unfortunately, toward the end of the habitat survey it was apparent that the Authority was moving away from supporting MOBY and there is now very little usage of this software across the organisation.  It is also difficult for external users to access MOBY.  Therefore, we have not yet achieved the aim of wider accessibility.  We are in the final stages of resolving this through a Service Level Agreement with YHEDN.  They will now maintain the data and ensure that it is accessible to other users.  The benefits of this approach are that maintaining the data and any relevant software upgrades are carried out by the YHEDN, and the data is accessible online to users both regionally and nationally.
4.2.8
Supervision & quality control

As the consultants’ project manager was also one of the surveyors, regular contact was difficult.  We also found that the quality control was not implemented until the end of the field season which meant it was too late to resolve any issues with aspects of the fieldwork.  It was also apparent that the supervision and quality control of the MAPINFO and digitising work was virtually non-existent.   
It is fair to say that working with the consultants was not as effective as it should have been.  There are clearly some issues that the industry needs to address more widely through the likes of the Institute of Ecologists and Environmental Managers (IEEM).  However, mistakes were also made in the process of specifying the contracts.  A lot of issues were left out of the specification on a mistaken assumption about the consultants’ professional experience and knowledge of this specific type of survey work.  It is apparent that future specifications (which will be developed in consultation with the IEEM) will need to be much more detailed and cover every aspect of the work in fine detail. 
The Authority has also subsequently trialled a different approach to surveying – employing botanical surveyors on a seasonal contract, supervised by a YDNPA officer.  This allowed regular meetings and quality checks, with any problems being quickly communicated back to the surveyors.  The YDNPA officer also maintained the data as the survey progressed.  This trial worked extremely well and had the added benefit of being cheaper than using external consultants.  The Authority should take a ‘horses for courses’ approach to future surveys based on a rigorous assessment of the most cost-effective option.

5.  Recommendations for the future
5.1
GENERAL
The project has identified a number of issues that should be considered as part of the development of any future large-scale projects:  

5.1.1
Project planning & management

Major projects need good quality pre-project planning, which is then followed up with efficient project management.  Since the habitat survey project, a number of measures have already been introduced by the Authority (e.g. providing a range of project management tools for staff to use.  In addition, the following might now be considered:

· given the significant implications of a badly run major project, project management  training should, perhaps, be given the same importance as our current recruitment training.  Officers who have not received this training (or the equivalent with another organisation) would not be allowed to run major projects.

· the development of a cross-disciplinary team of Authority staff who provide support to the lead officer on all major projects.  This team would include specific officers who would provide financial support, legal and contract support, assistance with communication planning, IT support and project planning support particularly during the project planning phase.
5.1.2
Specification of contracts

There is a clear need for project managers to have access to specialist assistance with drawing up legally-binding contracts, with clear mechanisms for dealing with poor performance.  Written contracts are required for all projects over £20,000 and it is recommended that all such contracts must be validated by the Legal Team to ensure they are robust and binding.

5.1.3
Appropriate use of staff
Staff costs are the most significant part of the Authority’s budget and there is a need to keep these costs in proportion.  However, during the project planning phase, any major project should look rigorously at the most cost-effective way of delivering a project.  In many cases it will be appropriate to use external contractors or consultants but in other cases recruiting additional temporary staff may prove to be more efficient.
5.2
SPECIFIC

A number of issues specific to future habitat mapping also need to be addressed:
· All future survey work should be planned as part of a partnership which is lead by the National Park Authority and Natural England using standard methods and mapping techniques that are used by all organisations.  This would also enable more efficient use of funding and staff resources from different organisations.  
· Smaller areas should be surveyed over a 10-year timescale rather than whole district surveys.
· YHEDN should be directly involved in the planning of all future habitat survey work to ensure consistent data entry and mapping standards are applied and that data gathered can be transferred directly to the Network.
· The Authority should investigate whether further time and cost savings could be achieved through using field computers to reduce data processing times.
� EU LIFE Fund (as part of Limestone Country project)


� Yorkshire Forward (as part of Craven Integrated Rural Development project)


� formerly Bullen Consultants
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