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Report: LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE RESULTS-BASED AGRI-

ENVIRONMENT PAYMENT SCHEME PIILOT PROJECT 
 

 
 
Purpose of report 
 
1. To provide an assessment of the Results Based Agri-environment Payment Scheme 

pilot project in Wenselydale, and to identify lessons learned that should be taken into 
account in the development of future partnership projects.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
2. That Members note the work that has been done – in partnership with Natural England, 

and agree the recommendations for future partnership projects set out in the Annex. 
 

Strategic Planning Framework 
 
3. The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the 

Authority’s statutory purposes and its approved strategic planning framework: 

• Corporate Plan Objectives for 2019/20 
Plan and manage the Authority’s work so as to make the most effective use of its 
resources, including generating sufficient income to maintain expenditure at the 
same level as 2014/15 in real terms across the extended National Park area. 

 

Background 
 
4. Reports on lessons learned from ‘major projects’ provide Members with an opportunity 

to hear directly from the officers about what has been achieved; what worked and what 
didn’t, and to make recommendations for future project development and management 
across the Authority.   
 

5. In April 2018, Members agreed that the ‘Results Based Agri-environment Payment 
Scheme’ pilot in Wensleydale should be one of the ‘major projects’ that would be 
reviewed and reported this year. 
 

Findings from the Review 
 
6. The full findings from the review are set out in the Annex.  Members will be aware that 

this pilot project has already generated significant interest and is helping  to frame the 
national debate about future support for farming 



 

7. In terms of specific outcomes, the project: 

a. Involved 19 farms, covering almost 200 ha of grassland habitats;  

b. Showed statistically significant initial improvements in the condition of upland 
hay meadows compared to conventional schemes; 

c. Demonstrated the potential for farmers to carry out their own habitat condition 
assessments as the basis for future payments 

 
8. Perhaps most importantly, the project provided a vehicle to re-engage farmers in a 

more collaborative approach to achieving environmental outcomes, and put farmers 
back in control of decisions about how best to manage their land to achieve those 
outcomes.  

 
9. The overall success of the project can be gauged both from the fact that it has been 

extended with new funding from Defra, and that 18 of the 19 farmers have chosen to 
continue in the scheme.   

 
10. However, as with any innovative project partnership there are important lessons to 

learn – and these will be used in implementing the second phase of the project with 
Natural England.   
 
 

Conclusion 
 
11. The future of farming after Brexit is one of the fundamental challenges facing the 

National Park.  The Results-Based Agri-environment Pilot Scheme has helped to 
create a shift in thinking nationally and locally about how farmers might be more 
effectively incentivised and rewarded to deliver public goods – something that will be 
critical to the future viability of farming in the National Park.    

 
 
Gary Smith 
Director of Conservation and Community 
 
27 March 2019



 

   
 

ANNEX 
 
LESSONS LEARNT FROM THE RESULTS BASED AGRI-ENVIRONMENT PAYMENT 
SCHEME (RBAPS) PROJECT  
 
 
THE INTENTION 
 

Why was the project set up? 
 

1. YDNPA — on behalf of the Northern Upland Chain Local Nature Partnership 
(NUCLNP) — had been commissioned by the European Forum for Nature 
Conservation and Pastoralism to produce a report on the potential for RBAPs.  In a 
results-based scheme, farmers are paid according to the environmental outcomes 
achieved, rather than for following detailed sets of prescriptions. 
 

2. The report found that farmers within the Northern Upland Chain area were particularly 
interested in this way of delivering agri-environmental management.  As a result, 
Natural England (NE) invited YDNPA to become partners in an RBAPs project 
proposal to the European Commission.  

 
3. The aim of the project was to trial an alternative method of delivering agri-environment 

schemes in England using a ‘results-based’ approach in two contrasting agricultural 
systems/regional locations in England – upland grassland within Wensleydale and 
arable within Norfolk and Suffolk.   
 

What was the project intended to achieve? 
 
4. For the Wensleydale pilot, the project was intended to test the effectiveness of results-

based payments for maintaining upland grassland.   It was estimated the project could 
cover 140 hectares of suitable habitat, engaging with 40 farms.  The scheme would 
focus on two different grassland habitats: 

a. Restoration of species-rich grassland (hay meadows).  The results would be 
measured by a combination of sward structure; % coverage of negative species; 
and presence of key indicator (wild flower and grass) species; 

b. Management of rough grazing for wading birds.  The results would be measured 
by a combination of sward structure; % coverage of negative species, presence 
of key indicator species.  

 
5. Within this work, there was further analysis proposed: 

a. To measure the environmental performance of RBAPs – compared to both the 
original condition of the land, and against the performance of conventional 
national agri-environment scheme options on similar land; 

b. To consider whether it would be viable in future to move to a system where the 
farmers themselves carried out the habitat condition assessment that 
determines the level of payment (i.e. ‘self-assessment’). 

c. To calculate the cost-effectiveness of delivering this alternative agri-environment 
scheme. 

d. To review farmer, local and national stakeholder attitudes towards RBAPs. 



 

   
 

Original timescale 
 

6. The project was scheduled to run from 1 January 2016 to 31 December 2018 
 

Original resourcing 
 

7. Both partners contributed approximately 45% funding towards the project.  
 

 2016 2017 2018 Overall 
EC contributions £19,851 £19,851 £19,851 £59,554 
YDNPA contributions £16,470 £16,470 £16,470 £49,410 
Travel and subsistence £1,731 £1,731 £1,731 £5,192 
Total cost of project 38,052 38,052 38,052 114,156 

 
In bold – funding to be received by YDNPA for time and cost of delivering project 

 

Proposed means of delivery 
 

8. Natural England would be the lead accountable body and responsible for overall 
project management, and would deliver the arable pilot.  YDNPA would lead the 
delivery within the grassland pilot area in Wensleydale. 
 

9. YDNPA’s delivery team consisted of: 

• Senior Farm Conservation Officer – Helen Keep – senior specialist (0.16 FTE) 

• Farm Conservation Adviser – Jane Le Cocq – specialist (0.73 FTE) 

• Total FTE equivalent = 0.89 
 

10. The Senior Farm Conservation Officer would have technical oversight of the grassland 
element, and be responsible for the self-assessment methodology and monitoring.  
The Farm Conservation Adviser would be the primary contact and deliverer of the 
scheme with the farmers. 
 
 

THE REALITY 
 

Actual achievements to date 
 
11. In total, 19 farms signed up to agreements lasting 2 years (below initial target).  The 

agreements included 41 individual fields covering 189 Ha in total (above target). 
 

Total Participants 19 

Meadow Participants 11 

Wading bird participants  14 

Total Meadow sites 19 

Total Wading bird sites 22 

Total project sites 41 

Total Meadow area (ha) 36 

Total Wading bird area (ha) 153 

Total project area (ha) 189 
12. As part of the detailed delivery of the project: 



 

   
 

a. Each site was assessed to set baseline for those fields; 

b. Paired fields were matched with ‘control sites’ to enable comparison between 
RBAPs approach and the conventional prescription-based approach; 

c. Each site was assessed each year, and the results compared with the farmers’ 
own self-assessment. 

d. Each control site was assessed each year. 

e. Three annual meetings were held with the agreement holders to obtain 
feedback and report on progress; 

f. Four training events were provided – 3 for meadow restoration, management 
and species identification, 1 for habitat for breeding waders; 

g. All the farmers were given individual training on the habitat self-assessment 
methods at the baseline in 2016, and repeated in 2017 where requested. 

h. An attitudinal survey (devised by NE with support from YDNPA project team) 
was sent to all farmers in the baseline year and in year 2.  Analysis was then 
undertaken by YDNPA. 

 
13. As part of the promotion of the project: 

a. Stakeholder engagement included: organised visits from National Farmers 
Union; Minister for Agriculture; Myerscough College; NUCLNP; National Park 
Agri-Environment and Rural Development group; farmer groups; Farming and 
Wildlife Partnership.   

b. Engagement also included attending meetings with other National Park 
Authorities (Dartmoor, Lake District, Peak District, North York Moors), NUCLNP, 
and the Defra stakeholder group 

c. Project presented at European Commission – included senior farm conservation 
officer; 

d. End of project conference (organised mainly by YDNPA with support from NE), 
which attracted 120 attendees. 

 
14. The final draft report was completed by the end of the project period, with final editing 

and redrafting undertaken between January and March 2019 – mainly by Natural 
England. 
 

15. In terms of outcomes from the project: 

a. Comparing the RBAPs meadows with the control site meadows, the RBAPs hay 
meadow condition improved between baseline and year two of the agreements. 
On average, the farmers achieved a higher payment band for the condition of 
their meadows. The frequency of the RBAPs hay meadow species statistically 
significantly increased by 10%, compared to a reduction of 8% for the control 
meadows. 

b. Comparing the RBAPs habitat for breeding wader sites with the control sites 
showed that there had been no significant difference in condition between them 
from baseline to year two of the agreements. Despite significant improvements 
to grazing and rush management, the RBAPs sites’ condition had deteriorated 
(due mainly to the weather conditions). On average, farmers achieved a slightly 
lower payment band than at baseline. 



 

   
 

c. Accuracy of farmers scores were comparable to the adviser scores even within 
the first year of assessments. Meadow assessments were more accurately 
carried out by farmers than expected. The wader habitat assessment scores 
were more sensitive to change and, therefore, discrepancies between farmer 
and adviser score were higher for this habitat. 

d. Farmers were fully committed to the new scheme and intended to increase the 
amount of payment by the end of year two of their agreements. On average for 
each habitat type, farmers undertook four different management actions in order 
to improve the condition of the habitat. This ranged from hand picking wildflower 
seed, spreading wildflower seed, creating scrapes or controlling rush.  Farmers 
appreciated the extra training, guidance and one to one support they received 
and felt involved in the development of the project through participating at the 
annual meetings. They viewed the results-based approach very positively, 
giving the flexibility to deliver the management needed to improve the condition 
of the habitat. Their knowledge of the habitats and species has increased 
significantly. 

 

Actual timescale 
 

16. 1 January 2016 – 31 December 2018. However a certain amount of time has been 
spent outside of the project period on editing the final report. 
 

Actual cost 
 

 2016 2017 2018 Overall 
EC contributions £12,079 £18,784 £28,767 £59,630 
YDNPA contributions £10,023 £15,587 £23,872 £49,482 
Expenses** £800 £2,667 £3,241 £6,708 
Total cost of project £ £22,903 £37,037 £55,880 £115,820 

** T&S and additional costs related to project delivery 
 

17. In 2016, the YDNPA work ran under budget significantly due to less time being spent 
on delivering the work. The key reason for this situation related to the farm 
conservation advisers responsibilities on other prior contracted projects – namely the 
Catchment Sensitive Farming initiative.  In reality the senior farm conservation officer 
worked solely on the project for the first four months.  The farm conservation adviser 
was able to contribute time from April 2016 onwards. The conservation support officer 
was able to contribute time from July 2016 onwards. In 2017, time spent was near 
enough on budget and in 2018, time spent was significantly over budget, but enabled 
the overall cost of the project to come in just over budget.  
 

Actual means of delivery 
 
18. Within six months of the project starting it was evident that additional staff were 

required to deliver the outcomes of the project. In addition, the time allocation between 
the two key advisers was altered to reflect the actual share of the work:  

a. Head of Land Management – Adrian Shepherd – project manager (0.045 FTE) 

b. Senior Farm Conservation Officer – Helen Keep – project lead (0.39 FTE) 

c. Farm Conservation Adviser – Jane Le Cocq – project adviser (0.435 FTE) 

d. Conservation support officer – Emily Coates – administration support (0.18 FTE) 



 

   
 

e. Total FTE equivalent = 1.05 
 

19. The core of the work was delivered by the Senior Farm Conservation Officer and Farm 
Conservation Adviser.  This included: designing the habitat self-assessment process, 
liaising with Natural England; engaging with the farming community; inviting 
applications; providing training and support for agreement holders; informing local 
stakeholders; leading events and visits; compiling interim and end of year reports; and, 
undertaking the monitoring work.  The conservation support officer compiled all data 
and documents required to submit quarterly and end of year invoices and complete the 
extremely technical finance spreadsheet for the EC. 
 
 

SUSTAINING THE PROJECT 
 
20. The project’s life was dictated by the available funding from the EC and the partners. 

This finished at the end of 2018.  However, due to the UK leaving the EU and new 
policy developments, Defra is now actively pursuing a national programme of ‘tests 
and trials’ of possible approaches for a new Environmental Land Management Scheme 
(ELMS).  As a result, Defra was keen to see the RBAPs pilot continue, and has 
committed to funding the project for a further 2.5 years. This is the only trial that is 
currently operational on the ground in England. 

 
21. The Defra-funded extension to the project started in October 2018, so that farmers 

could move straight into the new agreements.  Though this did not happen due to 
double funding issues, work continued on issuing applications to existing participants 
and setting up their agreements – the majority of this work was undertaken by NE 
between October and December, with some limited assistance from YDNPA. 

 
22. The new agreements are now in place on 18 farms (1 farm has dropped out) and the 

area covered has been doubled (396 ha). 
 
 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
What went well, and why? 
 
Partnership working 

23. Overall, the partnership between Natural England and YDNPA worked extremely well. 
The relationship between all staff was very good and enabled effective debate, quicker 
decision-making, problem-solving, and delivery of the project to budget and time.  In 
particular the regular steering group meetings and specialist staff meetings fostered a 
collaborative approach and were productive.   

24. The use of the online data sharing website Huddle was really helpful to enable 
documents to be shared and to host the location of final versions and updated version 
of specific documents like the final report, results spreadsheets and newsletters. 
 
 

RBAPs design 
 
25. Collaborative working with partner projects in Ireland and Romania aided the 

methodology development both here and in their particular projects. This was assisted 
by semi-regular conference calls between the projects. Further joint work included a 



 

   
 

report to the EC on the practicalities of state-wide RBAPs schemes and attending one 
another’s end of project conferences.    

26. The initial scheme design and methodology for the farmer self-assessments was 
received well by stakeholders and farmers. Farmers understood the methodology, with 
the majority able to do the self-assessments in the first year of their agreements. 

 
Scheme delivery 

27. Having a locally-led scheme was particularly successful.  The farmers engaged with, 
and trusted, the advisers very quickly.  This enabled a productive working relationship 
to be established, and led to the successful delivery of the project’s objectives.  More 
importantly, it enabled the farmers to pick up skills and knowledge rapidly. 

28. Annual meetings and training events were very successful with both advisers and 
farmers gaining from the experience.  The annual meetings allowed farmers to provide 
feedback on the self-assessment methodology and input into its design.  The training 
was particularly useful to the farmers and was a clear beneficial addition to the project 
– this was highly rated within the farmer attitudinal surveys. 

29. Adviser assessments and monitoring of control sites went well, with additional support 
provided by other YDNPA staff. This enabled the team to meet deadlines – not only 
within the project but also other farm conservation team projects (CSF and CS). 

30. Farmers were fully engaged with the project and determined to improve condition of 
their habitats. Meadow habitats significantly improved in species frequency, though 
difficult to firmly state that this was a result of the actions of the farmers as it was such 
short trial.  
 

Dissemination 

31. Hosting events on the project, attending conferences in this country and in Europe and 
providing information to the public via press releases, newspaper interviews and radio 
interviews has been a positive way of sharing the success and development of the 
project. The farmers have acted as figurehead for the project on a number of 
occasions, showcasing it at its best (and theirs!). 

32. The annual newsletter to the participant farmers helped them get to grips with the 
project and engage with the other pilot area.  It has enabled us to formalise any 
updates and give them a bit of structure to their assessment timetable. 
 
 

What went less well, and why? 
 
RBAPs design 

33. At the application stage, despite repeated calls for allocation of funding for a capital 
programme, this was not included within the application. For the grassland pilot, capital 
payments for wildflower seed purchase had to be agreed with the EC and added to the 
amended agreement.  There was also no allocation of funding for dissemination, this 
also had to be agreed with the EC after the original agreement had been signed. 

34. Alterations to the methodology were made by YDNPA that made it difficult to analyse 
at the end of each year. This changed each year as well, and therefore the final 
analysis had to take into consideration these changes and adjust accordingly. These 
changes also made the approach less verifiable by external assessors. 
 



 

   
 

Scheme delivery 

35. The time frame for developing the methodology for the self-assessments and the 
overall scheme was extremely tight.  It was not possible to send out applications until 
early summer; and agreements did not start until mid-September.  The locations of the 
control sites could only then be agreed, which meant it was too late to assess their 
(baseline) habitat condition.  This led to difficulties in accurately comparing RBAPs 
approach with the conventional prescription-based approach.  There were also four 
sites for which it proved impossible to find a paired control site within Wensleydale. 

 
Invoicing for project costs 

36. This was particularly time-consuming and difficult.  At one point it was thought that we 
needed to use daily euro conversion rates, which significantly added to the time to 
complete the spreadsheets.  This has since been amended to annual conversion rates, 
which quickened the process.  The spreadsheets and timesheets were time-consuming 
to complete and, unfortunately, led to claim deadlines being missed on a number of 
occasions.  With the complexity of the spreadsheets and euro conversion rate there 
were inevitable mistakes by YDNPA project staff, which Natural England had to rectify. 
 

Actions from meetings 

37. Although meetings were productive and useful, there was no follow-up note to confirm 
agreed actions.  YDNPA did not immediately put into practice some of the actions 
agreed and, on occasion, forgot to implement them altogether.  This led to delays in 
reporting back and in evaluating the results due to unverified changes to the self 
assessment methodology. 

 
Final report 

38. The structure of the report was not finalised by Natural England until relatively late into 
report writing period.  It then changed, which meant sections had to be re-written.  This 
led to delays in producing the final draft.  Natural England staff were unable to review 
the work produced by YDNPA until after the project technically ended.  The work was 
then heavily revised and opinions altered which didn’t, therefore, reflect our thinking.  
This was done at a very late stage, and meant we had very little time to then suggest 
alterations. 
 

Accuracy of data recording 

39. Issues arose from developing more than one spreadsheet to record the results of the 
self-assessment surveys.  There were inaccuracies on the YDNPA spreadsheet, which 
mis-calculated the assessment scores on a number of sites.  Natural England’s 
spreadsheet was accurate and was, therefore, used from then on.  However, further 
discrepancies did occur later on in the project period. This made analysis of the results 
more challenging and time-consuming.  It also impacted on Natural England’s ability to 
pay the farmers claims on time. 

 
Project management 

40. It would have helped significantly to have regular face-to-face meetings with the 
Natural England project manager.  The majority of communication was undertaken by 
phone or email which was sufficient in many occasions but a quarterly (or when 
needed) face to face meeting would have been even more effective.  

 
Restrictions on personnel involved in the project 



 

   
 

41. EC legal agreement requirements meant that only those staff stated in the original 
application were allowed to work on the project.  When it became clear that YDNPA 
and NE needed more resource, extra time was taken up producing CVs etc. to allow 
the agreement to be amended. 

 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

 

42. Although the project was extremely successful and delivered on its outputs and on 
budget, there were key issues relating to project management, data recording and final 
reporting that affected delivery.  The overall recommendations for similar project 
partnership are: 

a. Leave sufficient lead in time for application writing, so that both parties are fully 
involved in deciding and including the type of content needed to deliver the 
project successfully; 

b. both parties need to put in place a meeting log and project action log (rather 
than just risk log), so that decisions are clearly recorded and actions detailed. 
Meeting timetable should be set from the start of the process and clear 
instruction given on what each party needs to deliver on and by when. 

c. sharing and recording of data should be on one shared digital platform where all 
parties can see outputs and documents.  Avoid using partner only spreadsheets 
to prevent data discrepancies. 

d. verification of methods and scheme design needs to be undertaken well in 
advance of issue so that adjustments can be made and, ideally method fully 
checked and field tested; 

 
 
Helen Keep 
Senior Farm Conservation Officer 
 
22 March 2019 
 


