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Foreword  

The Nature Improvement Areas were an inspiring idea ς combining 
community action, investment in some of our most precious 
environmental areas, and opportunities for scientific research. But they 
were a new idea, and we felt it was very important to get a rigorous 
independent assessment of how they had performed as soon as possible. 
{ǳŎƘ ΨŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ŝŀǎȅ ς many aspects of high-quality, 
community-led projects can be tough to measure and quantify. And 
much of the magic of an individual scheme ς such as the Morecambe Bay 
Woodfuel project ς is difficult to capture in a government paper. 
 
But in this case, the monitoring and evaluation results have been overwhelmingly positive. This 
report shows that the Nature Improvement Areas have not only been successful ς they have 
performed much better than we hoped. On the community side, they brought an astonishing 47,000 
days of volunteer time to the natural world. From the point of view of ecology and carbon capture, 
they have delivered fantastic results such as the Culm grassland restoration. None of this has been 
easy ς we owe a huge debt of gratitude to the hundreds of people who put the hard work, thought, 
patience, and energy into bringing these projects to fruition. These were testing undertakings. But 
again and again, the report demonstrates that the NIAs helped partners to work much more closely 
together, inspired communities, and left behind a real justifiable sense of pride.  
 
My personal conclusion is that NIAs have now been demonstrated to be a great model for future 
work in the British environment. Our environment is irreducibly local. Climate, geology, soil types 
and habitat vary dramatically across our island. But it is also as Professor Lawton emphasises ς 
interconnected. We must also approach it holistically ς linking whole river catchments for example, 
from the source to the sea, making sure that the thousands of different interventions in land and 
water use, reinforce each other and create a better place for life. And to sustain such environmental 
work in the future, we need to ensure that the British public is connected to it at every level ς well-
informed about the natural world, and engaging with it vigorously and regularly.  
 
The Nature Improvement Areas combine all these things ς they are intensely local, they emphasise 
partnership, they are sensitive to approaches stretching across whole catchments and eco-systems, 
and they draw in thousands of volunteers and community groups. And the results of all this are clear 
in this assessment, Such an approach does not only make sense of our society ς it also delivers 
remarkable environmental results.  
 
This report should now give the whole of the British environmental movement ς from our own 
Department, and agencies, to charities, voluntary bodies, businesses, and councils an inspiring 
model. We must ensure that the philosophy of the Nature Improvement Areas, and the lessons of 
these projects are shared as widely as possible, so they can be integrated into the thousands of 
initiatives launched every year across the country. The work of the Nature Improvement Areas 
should now be central to how we think about our work in the British environment over the next 
twenty-five years. 
 
And we owe a huge thanks to the many, many people who made these remarkable projects possible.  
 

 
Rory Stewart MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Environment and Rural Affairs 
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Executive Summary  

Summary headlines from the monitoring and evaluation 

Introduction 

The establishment of the Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) was announced in the Natural 
Environment White Paper1 ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 
ς Biodiversity 20202.  The NIAs were designed to enable partnerships (including local authorities, 
local communities, land managers, the private sector and conservation organisations) to develop 
ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ΨǎǘŜǇ 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ3 in nature conservation might be delivered at a landscape-scale, enhancing ecosystem 
services including social and economic objectives. 

Following a national competition 12 selected NIAs were awarded a share of £7.5 million government 
funding for a three year period from April 2012 to March 2015. 

The NIA Monitoring and Evaluation Phase 2 project4 was commissioned by the Department of the 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), in collaboration with Natural England, in February 2013.  
The project gathered evidence and assessed the progress and achievements of the NIAs over the 
three year grant funded period, as well as learning from the NIA initiative to inform future integrated 
natural environment initiatives.  This summary overview presents the headline results of the 
monitoring and evaluation project. 

What did the NIAs achieve and what difference did they make? 

More, bigger and less fragmented places for wildlife 

Substantial contributions to Biodiversity 2020 outcomes were achieved.  The initiative accelerated 
and broadened the scope of biodiversity activities in NIAs, although some activities, especially those 
funded through environmental stewardship grants, might have happened without the NIA initiative 
but over a longer timescale.  NIA partnerships maintained or improved 13,664ha of existing priority 
habitat (equivalent to about a quarter of the size of the New Forest National Park); and have 
restored or created 4,625ha of new priority habitat.  The NIAs also restored, created or managed 
225km of linear and boundary habitats, such as rivers and hedgerows.  Activities to restore or create 
habitats have delivered multiple benefits, such as: improved habitat connectivity; development of 
recreational corridors; creation of open spaces; and the enhancement of ecosystem services. 

Enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people 

The NIA partnerships improved local ecosystem services and raised awareness of ecosystem services 
nationally through their activities and research.  They delivered cultural ecosystem services by: 
working to improve landscape character; creating easier access to and the quality of greenspace; 
and helping people to engage with and understand the natural environment.  They also enhanced 
supporting ecosystem services, for example by improving habitats for pollinators, and regulating 
ecosystem services, for example by through flood protection and carbon storage and sequestration.  

¢ƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ 
nature for learning, art and cultural events.  Examples include: a project in Birmingham and Black 
Country which brought together local residents and community groups in a deprived urban-fringe 
estate to improve their local open space providing opportunities to learn new skills, meet people 
and be physically active5; and in Greater Thames Marshes an environmental artwork was developed 

                                                                 
1 Natural choice ς securing the value of nature (HM Government, 2011). 
2 5ŜŦǊŀ όнлмнύ .ƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ нлнлΥ ! ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ 
3 {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƛƳŀƎŜŘ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀƴƎ-ƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜΩ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ ΨƭŀǊƎŜ-scale 
habitat restoration and recreation, under-pinned by the re-ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΦ  Professor 
[ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ-ǘŜǊƳΥ ǘƻ нлрлΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ǇƻƛƴǘΩΦ 
4 Collingwood Environmental Planning (CEP), with its partners GeoData Institute and Cascade Consulting, were commissioned to undertake 
the Monitoring and evaluation of Nature Improvement Areas: Phase 2 research project (WC1061). 
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555. 
5
 See: http://www.bbcwildlife.org.uk/nia/projects/castle-vale-meadows  

http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555
http://www.bbcwildlife.org.uk/nia/projects/castle-vale-meadows
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to improve understanding of biodiversity within the unique landscape in a country park on the 
Thames estuary6.  In three of the NIAs, 26,500 people participated in educational visits7. 

Volunteers contributed over 47,000 days of their time to activities in all the NIAs over the three 
grant funded years, and volunteering increased in each of the three years, with the amount of 
volunteering in the third year twice as much as in the first.  In total, 87% of volunteering time was on 
activities considered likely to lead to health and wellbeing benefits for the people involved (e.g. 
working in groups or doing physical work). 

To illustrate the economic value of the benefits to ecosystem services, a study in one NIA (Northern 
Devon) estimated the value of conserving 1,500ha of Culm grassland at more than £6 million in value 
of water resource management and carbon storage generated over the three grant funded years8. 

The NIAs also generated local economic benefits through employment creation, showcasing and 
supporting small-scale local businesses, and enhancing the attractiveness of their areas for visitors.  

Working with local communities, land managers and businesses 

More effective partnership working was a key benefit of the NIA initiative.  10 of the 12 partnerships 
were able to get off to a quick start because they evolved from existing partnerships.  The 
government grant enabled staff to be employed in NIAs to coordinate partnerships and encourage 
joined-up working.  NIA partnerships were broader and better coordinated than would have been 
possible otherwise.  They included organisations that are not traditionally involved in conservation 
work, such as local businesses.   

Land managers were involved in, and undertook activities across all the NIAs, particularly related to 
sustainable agriculture.  The NIA partnerships also engaged with their local communities, 
encouraging community involvement in decision-making, although the short timescales to prepare 
bids and commence NIA project delivery meant that much of the wider community and partner 
Ψōǳȅ-ƛƴΩ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

Leverage 

The NIA partnerships mobilised resources with an equivalent value of £26.2 million (including the 
financial value of volunteer time and services in-kind) in addition to the initial government grant 
funding.  Of this total, £15.3 million was from non-public sources (e.g. private sector and non-
governmental organisations). 

What have we learnt from the NIAs? 

Key lessons from the evaluation of the NIAs include: 

¶ shared visions and objectives for the NIA partnerships improved communication between 
organisations, encouraged joined-up working and more integrated implementation;  

¶ partnership-led, landscape scale land management contributed to successful implementation.  
However, sufficient resources need to be dedicated to local coordination and management if 
partnerships are to function well;   

¶ the flexibility inherent in the design of the initiative was an important success factor;  

¶ partnerships bringing conservation organisations together with local businesses, land managers, 
research institutions and local authorities proved effective in delivering land management in the 
integrated way envisaged by the NIA initiative;  

¶ visible government support and leadership and a clear policy message provided impetus for local 
project delivery and helped local projects in sourcing additional resources;  

¶ the scale of funding available to NIAs was critical to their success; the initial government grant, 
for example, enabled partnerships to employ staff, leverage match-funding and initiate 

                                                                 
6
 See: http://www.placeservices.co.uk/projects/the-reveal/  

7
 An educational visit is defined as any organised visit to an NIA site or centre which has an explicit educational objective. 

8
 Cowap et al. (2015) The economic value of ecosystem services provided by culm grasslands. Available from: 

http://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/i/The_economic_value_of_Culm_grassland,_April_15.pdf 

http://www.placeservices.co.uk/projects/the-reveal/
http://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/i/The_economic_value_of_Culm_grassland,_April_15.pdf
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demonstration projects that have encouraged others to get involved; and,  

¶ longer term activity (beyond the three years of grant funding in NIAs) will be required to deliver 
sustainable impact, with associated monitoring and evaluation to understand if lasting changes 
have been realised. 

Conclusions 

The NIA partnerships achieved a great deal in a relatively short period of time.  They developed 
partnerships, established shared visions and objectives for the natural environment in their areas, 
and implemented ambitious work programmes.  Although longer term monitoring and evaluation 
would be required to understand if all the changes are sustained, in three years the NIAs delivered a 
range of benefits, including: real change in the quality and quantity of priority habitats; enhanced 
ecosystem services; joint working with a wide range of partners and the involvement of many 
people as volunteers or visitors, leading to benefits for local people and communities.   

¢ƘŜ bL!ǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŜǇ-ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿǘƻƴ 
envisaged: a new, approach to ecological restoration which rebuilds nature and creates a more 
resilient natural environment for the benefit of wildlife and ourselves, with a vision to 2050.  A key 
challenge for the NIAs was how to sustain delivery: four NIA partnerships have already secured 
funding from a variety of sources; and groups formed from four other NIAs were awarded funding 
under the first round of the Countryside Stewardship facilitation fund9 in July 2015.   

It is too soon, however, to know the extent to which NIA partnerships will be able to continue to 
deliver all their objectives beyond the three grant funded years.  The true value and impact of the 12 
NIAs will only be realised in the longer-term, as achieving ecological restoration will require many 
years of effort, if they inspire and help provide a business case to enable others to follow suit and 
build on the experience and knowledge developed over the last three years.  More generally, the 
lessons learnt are relevant to future development of policy on integrated management of the 
natural environment to deliver multiple policy objectives. 

 

Introduction to the project and the final report  
The Nature Improvement Areas (NIA) Monitoring and Evaluation Phase 2 project10 was 
commissioned by the Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), in 
collaboration with Natural England, in February 2013.  The project involved gathering evidence and 
assessing the individual and aggregated progress and achievements of the NIA partnerships over 
their three year grant funded period (April 2012 to March 2015)11.  The project also aimed to 
maximise learning from the NIAs and build a practical evidence base to inform future integrated 
land-use and management initiatives.  The final report from the project presents the findings of the 
monitoring and evaluation at the end of the three years. 

Policy background and introduction to the NIAs  
The establishment of NIAs was announced in the Natural Environment White Paper12.  The NIAs 
were introduced to create joined-up and resilient ecological networks at a landscape scale and to 
deliver these in an integrated way, enhancing ecosystem services including social and economic 
objectives.  They were intended to be large, discrete areas where a local partnership had a shared 
Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ΨǎǘŜǇ 

                                                                 
9
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-countryside-stewardship-facilitation-fund 

10 Collingwood Environmental Planning (CEP), with its partners GeoData Institute and Cascade Consulting, were commissioned to 
undertake the Monitoring and evaluation of Nature Improvement Areas: Phase 2 research project (WC1061). 
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555. 
11 Note that this report, and the monitoring and evaluation project overall, covers the 12 initial NIAs that received government grant 
funding.  It does not consider any of the locally determined NIAs subsequently established.  Therefore throughout this report reference to 
άǘƘŜ bL!ǎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ мн bL!ǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅΦ  
12 Natural choice ς securing the value of nature (HM Government, 2011). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-countryside-stewardship-facilitation-fund
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555
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ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ13 in nature conservation might be delivered.  The programme took forward the 
recommendations of Professor Sir JoƘƴ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ aŀƪƛƴƎ {ǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ bŀǘǳǊŜ ό[ŀǿǘƻƴ et al., 
2010)14 and links to the shift of emphasis from site-based conservation towards a more integrated 
landscape scale approach advocated in the Biodiversity Strategy for England (Defra, 2011) as a 
contribution towards  commitments to the Convention on Biological Diversity15. 

The 12 selected NIA partnerships started work in April 2012, following a national competition which 
attracted 76 bids.  The NIAs were partnerships of local authorities, local communities, land 
managers, the private sector and conservation organisations.  The government NIA Grant Scheme 
provided funding to the partnerships for three years, and was intended to enable the 12 selected 
NIAs to help provide inspiration locally and build a practical evidence base. 

The NIAs aimed to trial and test innovative, integrated and coordinated approaches to provide 
better places for wildlife, to improve the natural environment for people, and to unite local 
communities, land managers and businesses through a shared vision.  The variety of landscapes, 
locally defined objectives, and partnerships seen across the NIAs reflected this purpose. 

! ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ȅŜǘ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎΩ 
progress, and to assess what was working well or less well.  The NIA partnerships applied several 
new concepts where practical tools and assessment methods are still developing, relating to 
restoration of habitat connectivity and ecosystem services for example. 

The monito ring and evaluation process  
The NIA partnerships undertook monitoring and evaluation following a framework, which addressed 
four themes: biodiversity; ecosystem services; social and economic benefits and contributions to 
wellbeing; and partnership working16.  ¢ƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ 
ōȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ bL! 
partnerships used an online reporting tool to record their monitoring data at the end of each year.  
The NIA partnerships also submitted quarterly progress reports to Natural England, including 
financial monitoring and progress against their agreed objectives. 

The overall approach to the evaluation used a logic model following HM Treasury guidance in the 
Magenta Book17.  A logic model is used to help understand the complexity of a policy intervention 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘǎΣ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƻǳǘǇǳǘǎΣ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ18.  
The approach adopted was a combination of process and impact evaluation: focusing on how the 
NIA partnerships were delivering their objectives, as well as on what and how much they were 
delivering.  Further research was conducted to help understand the difference the NIA partnerships 
had made over and above what may have happened anyway. 

The NIA monitoring and evaluation project also supported delivery of NEWP commitment 11 to 
άcapture the learning from NIAs, and review whether further action is needed in planning policy, 
regulation or capacity building, to support their developmentέΦ 

  

                                                                 
13 {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƛƳŀƎŜŘ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀƴƎ-ƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜΩ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ ΨƭŀǊƎŜ-scale 
habitat restoration and recreation, under-pinned by the re-ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΦ  Professor 
[ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ-ǘŜǊƳΥ ǘƻ нлрлΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ǇƻƛƴǘΩΦ 
14 Available at: 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130402151656/http://archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/biodiversity/documents/201009sp
ace-for-nature.pdf  
15 www.cbd.int 
16 Note that the framework was initial developed as part of a separate contract: Developing a framework for design, monitoring and 
evaluating pilot Nature Improvement Areas: Phase 1 Scoping Study (WC1029). 
17 HM Government (2011) The Magenta Book: Guidance for evaluation. London, HM Treasury. 
18

 Inputs relate to the resources (e.g. financial, people) invested in the NIAs; Activities relate to the actions undertaken by the NIAs to 
meet their objectives (e.g. planning and coordination of habitat creation interventions); Outputs relate to the immediate results achieved 
(e.g. completion of a specific activity on an area of land); Outcomes relate to the short and medium term results of the activities and 
outputs achieved (e.g. creation of conditions to support a priority habitat type); and Impacts relate to the longer term results achieved 
(e.g. establishment of an area of new priority habitat that is stable / sustainable). 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130402151656/http:/archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/biodiversity/documents/201009space-for-nature.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130402151656/http:/archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/biodiversity/documents/201009space-for-nature.pdf
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Evaluation of the inputs to the NIAs and the processes they used  

NIA partnership financial and human resources 

In 2012 the 12 NIA partnerships were awarded a share of £7.5 
million government funding for a three year period from April 2012 
to March 2015.  The grants to the NIAs were administered by 
Natural England.  The reported total value of resources secured by 
the NIAs in addition to the government grant was more than £26 
million.  This included additional resources generated from public 
and non-public sources, and the financial value of services in-kind 
and of time given by volunteers19.   

Additional resources from non-public sources had a financial value 
equivalent to more than £15 million, including support from NGOs, 
academic institutions and the private sector as well as the value of 
volunteer time.  Almost £11 million came from public sources (34% 
was national20 and 8% local21).  The ratio of additional resources to 
grant was 3.49:1, meaning that, including the financial value of 
volunteering and services in-kind, £3.49 of resource was secured, of 
which £2.03 was from non-public sources, for every £1.00 of the 
initial NIA government grant.  Based on NIA financial reporting to 
Natural England, 60% of the total resources were used for project 
implementation (i.e. land management activity / improvement 
works including capital items), with an equivalent value of £20.3 
million. 

Most NIAs evolved from existing 
partnerships within their areas, 
though two of the partnerships 
were established specifically to bid 
for the NIA government grant 
(Marlborough Downs and South 
Downs).  Partnership size varied from less than five formal partners (e.g. Marlborough Downs) to 
more than 50 (e.g. Birmingham and Black Country). 

The government grant, and the additional resources secured, enabled the partnerships to employ 
dedicated staff (e.g. NIA project managers and farm-liaison officers) and a range of contractors.  
Between 2012 and 2015 the NIA partnerships also mobilised more than 47,000 days of volunteering.  
This equates to approximately six full-time equivalents (FTEs)22 per year per NIA on average.  
Approximately 75% of this volunteering time was spent on implementation.  There was almost twice 
as much volunteering on NIA activities in the third year compared to the first year of the grant 
funded period. 

Government agency management of the initiative and support to NIA partnerships 

Natural England was responsible for the delivery of the NIA programme.  They provided overall 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǾŜǊǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎΩ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
evaluation work.  The NIA initiative was overseen by a Steering Group (established to have 
representation from Defra, Natural England, Forestry Commission, Environment Agency and 

                                                                 
19

 Financial value of volunteer time calculated using standardised rates of: General unskilled labour £6.25 per hour, £50 per day; Specialist, 

skilled trained labour £18.75 per hour, £150 per day; Specialist services £31.25 per hour, £250 per day; Professional services £50 per hour, 
£350 per day 
20

 Any government department or agency e.g. Defra, Natural England, Forestry Commission, Environment Agency including grant schemes 

Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) etc). May also include others e.g. Kew Gardens. Also includes other Rural Development Programme for 
England (RDPE) e.g. LEADER; Biosphere. 
21

 Local authorities and local authority funded organisations. Also includes National Park Authorities, AONBs, Internal Drainage Boards. 
22

 For the monitoring and evaluation of the NIAs one full time equivalent (FTE) was equal to 230 working days of 7 hours 

£7.5million 
Initial government grant 

 

£26.3million 
Value of additional 
resources secured 

 

22% 
Initial grant as % of total 

NIA resources 
 

For every £1.00 of initial 
government grant, £3.49 

financial value of 
additional resources 

generated of which £2.03 
was from non-public 

sources 

"Having the initial money was really useful in 
galvanising others to engage and identify additional 

resources"  
[NIA partnership chair] 
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Department for Communities and Local Government), which met regularly throughout the three 
grant funded years. 

At the local level, Natural England provided support to the NIAs through a network of dedicated local 
officers.  Natural England estimated they provided an average of almost 7 FTEs per year including 
national and local support.  The Environment Agency and Forestry Commission also provided 
support to NIA partnerships.  The Environment Agency estimated that the total support they 
provided was approximately 1.7 FTEs per year, with the majority of this spent on local support to NIA 
project implementation.  Natural England and the Environment Agency both noted that their 
estimates of support are likely to be underestimates23. 

Defra funded external contracts to support the monitoring and evaluation of the NIAs in two phases 
overseen by a NIA monitoring and evaluation project Steering Group.  This Group met formally 15 
times during the monitoring and evaluation Phase 2 project.   

Partnership working in the NIAs 

The NIAs commented (through interviews with partnership chairs) that being based on existing 
partnerships, as 10 out of 12 were, was beneficial due to the time and effort required to establish 
ƴŜǿ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΦ  9ŀŎƘ bL!Ωǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ plans and by providing common priorities to work 
towards.  Some NIAs expressed the view that having time at the start of the initiative to collectively 
develop visions and objectives may have strengthened partnership working in the longer-term.  By 
bringing together new partners with diverse interests, NIA partnerships were also able to develop 
relationships between partners who may not have worked together before, and helped establish a 
ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ Ƴǳǘual benefit. 

Establishing clear structures for coordination, delegation and communication of tasks and roles 
across governance and NIA project delivery groups was also seen as important.  Key benefits of 
partnership working expressed by NIA partnership chairs through interviews included: agreed 
priorities across organisations that may not have coordinated activities before; breaking down 
barriers between organisations; sharing of data and knowledge; and involving local communities. 

Evaluation of outcomes an d impacts from NIA activities  

Becoming much better places for wildlife 

¶ The NIA partnerships have delivered activities to maintain or 
improve 13,664ha of existing priority habitat24; and restore or 
create 4,625ha of new priority habitat.  They have also 
delivered actions on 225km of linear and boundary habitats, 
such as rivers and hedgerows, and 78 individual site based 
habitats, such as ponds.  These activities represent a 
contribution to the delivery of England Biodiversity Strategy 
outcome 1A25. 

¶ The activities on 13,664ha of existing priority habitat represents 
14.6% of the extent of priority habitat in the NIAs (and 3.5% of 
the total area of the NIAs).  13,664ha is equivalent to about a 
quarter of the size of the New Forest National Park.  The 
4,625ha of new habitat created or restored represents 2.3% of 

                                                                 
23 For example, Natural England time only includes that coded to the NIA programme, and does not include other work programmes in 
NIAs even if these were contributing to NIA objectives e.g. Environmental Stewardship administration 
24

 Priority habitats were identified as being the most threatened and requiring conservation action under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 
(UK BAP).  Lƴ нлмоΣ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΩ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ нп ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ. 
25

 Defra (2012) BiodiveǊǎƛǘȅ нлнлΥ ! ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ.  Outcome 1A: Better wildlife habitats with 90% 
of priority habitats in favourable or recovering condition and at least 50% of SSSIs in favourable condition, while maintaining at least 95% 
in favourable or recovering condition. 
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management action 
 

13,664ha 
Area of existing priority habitat 
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create new priority habitat in 
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the England Biodiversity Strategy outcome (1B)26 to increase priority habitats by at least 
200,000ha27  

¶ Activities were also undertaken to enhance habitat connectivity (which also represents a 
contribution to the England Biodiversity Strategy outcome 1B).  Research related to enhancing 
and monitoring connectivity was an experimental aspect of the NIA initiative.  In addition, NIAs 
have reported on various interventions such as changes in the total extent of specific types of 
priority habitat or mapping how NIA activities have created patchworks of habitat / stepping 
stones for species.  However, due to the locally specific nature of habitat connectivity, a clear 
ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ bL!ǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻn to enhanced connectivity was not possible to 
establish. 

¶ The three-year period was generally too short to measure the longer term biodiversity impacts 
of the activities carried out.  For example, even where appropriate habitat management may 
have been put in place, it may take many years before the full effect of that action (i.e. impact) 
becomes apparent, such as improved habitat condition, or improved status of key species. 

Enhancing benefits for people as well as wildlife 

¶ Some NIAs delivered actions specifically designed to enhance ecosystem services, such as flood 
protection (e.g. through watercourse maintenance) and carbon sequestration.  Reflecting the 
integrated approach, all NIA activities related to enhancing or creating habitats or encouraging 
local people to engage with the natural environment, will have also enhanced ecosystem 
services. 

¶ NIAs undertook specific studies which suggest that ecosystem service outcomes have, and will 
continue to be, realised.  These related to the value of carbon sequestration and habitat 
improvements, for example. 

Examples of NIA studies on the value of ecosystem services 

A study completed in the Northern Devon NIA estimated the value of Culm grassland restoration and 
recreation work similar to that being implemented under the NIA project and concluded it: 

ΨΧ provides an excellent return on investment. Over the next ten years, Devon Wildlife Trust aims to 
restore at least 5,000ha more Culm, which will more than double its water and carbon value to in 
excess of £20.5 million. The cost of this investment in Culm restoration and recreation is in the region 
of £2 million, giving more than a ten-fold return on investmentΩΦ ό/ƻǿŀǇ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦпύ 

Over the three grant funded years, the Northern Devon NIA has implemented actions on more than 
1,500ha of grassland, suggesting a potential of more than £6 million in water resource management and 
carbon storage value over the three grant funded years. 

The capitalised value of ecosystem services (the value at 2014 prices of ecosystem services over a time 
period of 100 years) provided by habitats created by Birmingham and Black Country NIA is 
approximately £2.19 million.  A specific cost for the habitat creation activities associated with this 
valuation was not considered in the study, however this value compares to the total NIA government 
grant paid to Birmingham and Black Country of approximately £600,000. 

 

¶ All the NIA partnerships engaged with their local communities through activities to increase 
participation in the natural environment (leading to more than 47,000 days of volunteering over 
the three years ς as a comparison, the New Forest reported that in 2014/15 over 900 
volunteering days were recorded from people taking part in their work that year.  Whilst the 
NIAs covered approximately 9 times the area of the New Forest, the average number of NIA 
volunteering days per year was 17.5 times the number in the New Forest); and to encourage 
schools and other local groups to engage with and learn in and from the natural environment.  In 

                                                                 
26

 Ibid.  Outcome 1B: More, bigger and less fragmented areas for wildlife, with no net loss of priority habitat and an increase in the overall 
extent of priority habitats by at least 200,000ha. 
27

 It is not possible to compare this to habitat creation and restoration in England as no assessment of change in priority habitat extent 
was made in the most recent (2014) England Biodiversity Strategy indicators report due to the adoption of a new priority habitat inventory 
in 2013. 
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the three NIAs that reported on it, a total of 26,496 people had 
participated in educational visits28 by the end of year 3 ς as a 
comparison, in the New Forest around 10,000 students a year 
receive free learning sessions (New Forest National Park 
Authority, 2015)29. 

¶ The NIA partnerships carried out actions to enhance access to 
nature by creating and improving facilities and information at 
key sites.  The NIA partnerships also made links between the 
natural environment and cultural and social values, such as 
through theatrical performances, art installations and events 
including photography competitions. 

¶ The NIAs also generated local economic benefits through employment creation, showcasing and 
supporting small-scale local businesses, and enhancing the attractiveness of their areas for 
visitors.  

¶ Case studies developed by the NIA partnerships and evidence from other research suggest that 
social and economic wellbeing outcomes have occurred in all NIAs.  A summary of the case 
studies developed by eight of the NIAs to demonstrate their contribution to these benefits is 
presented in Table 1.  Some examples of the activities and benefits involved from three case 
studies are: 

o The Castle Vale Meadows project30 (Birmingham and Black Country) was used as a catalyst to 
bring local residents and community groups together to make improvements to their local 
open space.  This was in a deprived urban-fringe estate that suffered from a poor quality 
physical environment with little access to natural greenspace.  The project encouraged 
engagement with the natural environment, physical activity, and enhanced participant skills. 

o In Greater Thames Marshes an environmental artwork was developed to help improve 
ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊstanding of biodiversity within the unique landscape in a country park on the 
Thames estuary31. 

o The Morecambe Bay Woodfuel Project helped secure £444,000 in Woodland Improvement 
Grants and gain work for 52 local woodland management contractors, many of whom are 
small businesses.  The project as a whole was considered by the NIA to have helped 
encourage and promote the development of the local woodfuel economy, a process which is 
expected to have economic benefit in the future.   

Table 1: Summary of the NIA social and economic case studies 

NIA Case study name 

Types of benefit presented within the case study 

Health 
Social 

development 
and connections 

Economic Education 
Spiritual, 
cultural, 
aesthetic 

Birmingham and 
Black Country 

Castle Vale Meadow  
VV VV V V V 

Marlborough 
Downs 

Driving for the Disabled 
track works 

VV V V   

Meres and 
Mosses  

Down to Earth - Whixall 
 VV   VV 

Morecambe Bay  Morecambe Bay Woodfuel 
Project 

 V VV  V 

Nene Valley Community Panel Public 
Dialogue Project 

 VV  V V 

                                                                 
28

 An educational visit is defined as any organised visit to an NIA site or centre (e.g. visitor centre) which has an explicit educational 

objective. 
29 http://www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/info/20016/our_work/54/annual_review  
30

 See: http://www.bbcwildlife.org.uk/nia/projects/castle-vale-meadows 
31

 See: http://www.placeservices.co.uk/projects/the-reveal/  

47,159 days 
Volunteer time over the 3 

years in all NIAs 
(the equivalent of 68 people 
working full time each year) 

 

26,496 people 
Number participating in 

educational visits in 3 NIAs 

http://www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/info/20016/our_work/54/annual_review
http://www.bbcwildlife.org.uk/nia/projects/castle-vale-meadows
http://www.placeservices.co.uk/projects/the-reveal/
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NIA Case study name Types of benefit presented within the case study 

Northern Devon tǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ tŀŎƪ 
to promote understanding 
of ecosystem services  

   VV  

The Greater 
Thames Marshes 

Public Art Project at 
Hadleigh Farm 

VV V   VV 

Wild Purbeck Getting Wild about 
Purbeck in Your School 

V   VV V 

Key: VV = benefits delivered as explicit objective of the case study and V = benefits delivered indirectly  

Uniting local communities, land managers and businesses 

¶ The NIA partnerships generally included a broader range of organisations than are traditionally 
involved in nature conservation, including local businesses.  In addition, the shared visions for 
the natural environment and objectives developed at the outset helped improve communication 
between organisations and encouraged coordinated working.  Local communities also played a 
role in all the NIAs, in particular through volunteering.   

¶ Farming groups (e.g. National Farmers Union and the Farming 
and Wildlife Advisory Group South West32) were formal 
partners in four NIAs, and one NIA was farmer-led 
(Marlborough Downs).  This represented a different delivery 
model to other NIAs; for example a specific NIA delivery 
company was established and an agri-environment consultancy 
team was contracted to provide project management33.  This 
approach was felt by the Marlborough Downs NIA partnership 
chair to have been very successful.  Land managers have been 
involved in undertaken many activities across all NIAs, 
particularly activities related to sustainable agriculture.  Land 
under environmental stewardship increased by 10.8% across 
the NIAs over the three grant funded years (2012 ς 2015), 
compared to 7.2% across the whole of England over the same 
period.   

¶ There is uncertainty about the extent to which local communities, land managers and businesses 
ŀǊŜ ΨǳƴƛǘŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
to say whether the relationships that have been formed under the NIA initiative are likely to 
continue after the funding period.  

Becoming places of innovation and inspiration  

¶ NIA partnerships sought to inspire people by: engaging people with the natural environment as 
volunteers and through public events; using nature for learning (e.g. through educational visits 
and training for volunteers); and connecting people with the local landscape through cultural 
and artistic interpretation (e.g. art, theatre, music and photography). 

¶ The NIA partnerships completed research and tested approaches, for example related to the 
delivery and measurement of habitat connectivity and integrated land management (e.g. 
delivering ecosystem services, such as carbon sequestration or water management).  Much of 
the research was undertaken in partnership with local universities and research institutes.  This 
improved understanding in NIAs of how connectivity may be delivered and measured.  For 
example, a paper was published on landscape scale conservation in Meres and Mosses NIA34. 

¶ With support from Natural England, the NIA partnerships participated in five best practice 
events and two annual forums which have provided a platform for presenting research and 
innovative practice to other NIA partnerships.  These encouraged sharing of knowledge and 

                                                                 
32

 See: http://www.fwagsw.org.uk/  
33

 For more information see: http://www. mdnep.org.uk/about.html  
34

 Jones, M., Landscape-Scale Conservation in the Meres and Mosses. British Wildlife, June 2015. Vol 26 No 5, p.337-344 

Land under Environmental 
Stewardship increased by 

10.8% across the NIAs, 
compared to 7.2% across 

the whole of England 
 

"aligning NIA activities (in 
some NIAs) with Water 
Framework Directive 

outcomes helped gain extra 
financial support and 

facilitated joint working 
with the environment" 

[national stakeholder] 

http://www.fwagsw.org.uk/
http://www.mdnep.org.uk/about.html
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experience between NIA partnerships, and supported learning.  The outputs from the best 
practice events have been made publically available35. 

¶ The success of the NIA partnerships in working with land managers to encourage the uptake and 
coordination of environmental stewardship options across multiple agricultural holdings, with a 
focus on landscape scale biodiversity objectives, was a factor in the policy decision to introduce 
the Countryside Stewardship facilitation fund36. 

What difference have the NIA partnerships made?  
The monitoring and evaluation project included research to 
understand the difference the NIA partnerships have made, over 
and above what would have happened anyway (the counterfactual).  
A separate counterfactual report37 provides more detail on this 
work.  Its findings are integrated throughout the main report. 

The research provided evidence on the impact of the NIAs whilst 
also testing different approaches to measuring the counterfactual in 
complex environmental evaluations, to generate learning for future 
evaluations of this type.  Three approaches were used.  Approach 1 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ΨŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŦŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΩ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǎŜƳƛ-structured 
telephone interviews with seven national stakeholders and all 12 
NIA partnership chairs, as well as an online survey of the NIA 
partners which was completed by 122 people38 (see the summarises 
of the results from the interviews and survey in Table 2).  Approach 
2 was a trajectory analysis that analysed environmental stewardship 
data to compare trends before and during the NIA initiative and 
Approach 3, a comparative analysis that attempted to analyse 
similar data to compare NIAs with areas outside the NIAs.   

Key findings from Approach 1 include: 

¶ A substantial improvement in biodiversity outcomes due to the 
NIA initiative was perceived by survey respondents and 
partnership chairs, and most national stakeholders felt that the 
NIA initiative accelerated and broadened the scope of 
biodiversity activities in NIAs, although some felt that 
biodiversity activities funded through environmental 
stewardship grants might have happened anyway. 

¶ The NIA initiative led to a greater focus on ecosystem services 
and in particular enhanced outcomes in flood and water management, based on NIA partnership 
chair interviews.  National stakeholders felt that the NIA initiative raised awareness of 
ecosystem services and led to better coordination between Water Framework Directive and 
biodiversity activities. 

¶ The NIA grant funding was felt by NIA partnership chairs to have enabled projects with 
integrated objectives (e.g. combining social and conservation outcomes) that would not have 
happened in the absence of the NIA initiative.  Survey respondents perceived enhanced 
community relations to be the most improved social and economic benefit achieved by the NIA 
partnerships. 

                                                                 
35

 See: http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4553703239450624  
36

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-countryside-stewardship-facilitation-fund  
37

 See Annex 1 
38

 All 12 NIA partnership chairs were interviewed.  Seven interviews were undertaken with national stakeholders, including 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 online survey was shared with 260 individuals, including 
partner organisations and NIA partnership staff (project officers/managers, M&E leads etc.) the response rate was 46% (n=122). 

NIA partnersΩ views on the 
impact on delivering key 
objectives of establishing 

the NIA Initiative 
(proportion considering it 
had Ψmuch improved or 

ΨimprovedΩ): 
 

88% 
habitat quality 

όнр҈ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ 
со҈ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩύ 

 

87% 
habitat extent 

όнм҈ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ 
сс҈ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘύ 

 

86% 
habitat connectivity 
όмф҈ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ст҈ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩύ 
 

68% 
species status 

όмл҈ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ 
ру҈ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ) 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4553703239450624
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-countryside-stewardship-facilitation-fund
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¶ More effective partnership working was felt to have been a key benefit of the NIA initiative.  
Partnership chairs expressing that the government grant enabled staff to be employed to 
coordinate partnerships and encourage joined-up working.  National stakeholders felt that NIA 
partnerships were broader and better coordinated than would have been possible otherwise. 

Approaches 2 and 3 were experimental and tested whether comparative data on uptake of 
environmental stewardship options could provide the basis for assessing the difference landscape 
scale conservation interventions (such as the NIA initiative) have in a particular area.  No statistically 
significant relationships were found between the presence of the NIA partnership and the uptake of 
environmental stewardship options, in either the trajectory analysis (Approach 2) or the matched 
comparison analysis (Approach 3).  This was due to the number of confounding factors, including 
important changes in agricultural policy over the time period examined and the wide variation 
among the NIAs themselves. 

Analysis of NIA data from the online reporting tool and evidence from Approach 1 suggests that 
rather than increasing the total quantity of non-entry level stewardship agri-environment options, 
the NIA partnerships focused on improved coordination of options across their areas, both spatially 
and the types of options.  

Table 2: Summary of views expressed as part of the counterfactual research (Approach 1) 

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 

¶ The majority of partnership 
chairs felt that NIAs: 
provided a forum for 
bringing partners together 

¶ Some national stakeholders 
felt that the NIA initiative 
served to accelerate and 
broaden the scope of 



  November 2015 

Monitoring and Evaluation of NIAs:  Collingwood Environmental Planning 
Final Report (2012-15) xvi 

Theme NIA partners  
(survey) 

NIA partnership chairs 
(interviews) 

National stakeholders 
(interviews) 

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 
and had benefits in 
attracting match funding. 

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

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 
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. 

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. 

 

.)! ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐÓȭ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ 
All the NIA partnerships have considered how they will continue to deliver their objectives in the 
future, focusing on the period to 2020.  Based on information from interviews with NIA partnership 
chairs (January 2015) and NIA progress reporting, four NIA partnerships had already secured funding 
to support aspects of delivery at the end of the grant funded period and all NIAs were actively 
seeking funding to support their ongoing work.  Common sources of funding being targeted included 
the Heritage Lottery Fund (for Landscape Scale Partnerships) (mentioned by six of NIA partnerships) 
and European Union funding (e.g. LIFE+39 and INTERREG40) (mentioned by four of the partnerships).   

In January 2015 Defra announced the Countryside Stewardship facilitation fund.  Groups formed 
from four of the NIAs were awarded funding when the result of the first round of facilitation funding 
was announced in July 201541

.  These groups were established to take forward land management 
action with Countryside Stewardship funding within the area, but working to smaller boundaries 
than the associated NIAs. 

NIA partnerships were also exploring other ways to support ongoing delivery of their objectives and 
principles: six NIA partnerships specifically referred to existing Local Nature Partnerships, or other 
established local natural environment focused partnerships, as being integral to continued delivery 
of NIA objectives after March 2015.   

Despite the expressed intent, the extent to which NIA partnerships will continue to be actively 
delivering NIA objectives is not known.  Interviews with NIA partnerships in 2014 suggested that 
ongoing conservation work that may be consistent with NIA objectives is expected in all NIAs.  
However, this may not be branded as delivering NIA objectives or the NIA approach in future.  Three 
NIAs interviewed expressed that the NIA had developed a strong local identity.  Ongoing monitoring 

                                                                 
39

 See: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/lifeplus.htm 
40

 See: http://www.inte rreg4c.eu/programme/ 
41

 See: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/countryside-stewardship-facilitation-fund-successful-applications  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/lifeplus.htm
http://www.interreg4c.eu/programme/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/countryside-stewardship-facilitation-fund-successful-applications
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and reporting would be needed to understand the extent to which all the NIA objectives have been 
delivered in the longer term. 

Lessons learnt  
The NIA initiative was intended to be innovative, with NIAs testing approaches and helping to test 
what works.  It was intended from the outset that the 12 government grant funded NIAs would 
represent a learning process and an opportunity to build a practical evidence base.  The monitoring 
and evaluation framework and process was also experimental, with a key outcome being the lessons 
that have been learnt over the three years. 

What worked well and why? 

Shared objectives and joined-up working 

¶ The process of creating shared visions for each NIA was valuable.  For example, this brought 
diverse partner organisations together to discuss and agree priorities. 

¶ The NIAs were involved in sharing data and knowledge both with other NIAs and between 
organisations involved within each partnership.  In some cases, this led to improved 
communications between organisations that traditionally had not worked together. 

¶ Joint working between partners within an NIA led to improved coordination and opportunities to 
achieve outcomes that might otherwise have been missed. 

Integrated delivery 

¶ The breadth of the NI!ǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ όŜΦƎΦ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ƎŜƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
and social and economic benefits) and the greater flexibility compared to other funding sources 
(e.g. agri-environment) provided opportunities to explore and exploit multiple benefits.  For 
example, in Dearne Valley restoration of floodplain habitat through direct land management 
resulted in the creation of open water and lowland wet grassland habitat and flood storage 
potential, improving flows and habitat diversity.  

¶ The integrated and coordinated approach to delivery, meant that NIA partnerships promoted 
conservation outside protected or designated areas. 

People and partnerships 

¶ The enthusiasm, energy and expertise of 
the people working within the NIA 
partnerships was a key factor in their 
success and helped them achieve a 
considerable amount in a short time. 

¶ New partnerships require sufficient time to 
set up.  The existing expertise in most NIA 
partnerships was also an important 
resource in the early stages of the NIAs.  
Nevertheless, entirely new partnerships 
were successfully established in two NIAs. 

¶ Mobilising people and local community 
groups was of great benefit in assisting delivery of the NIAs achievements.  The amount of 
volunteer time mobilised played a major role in successful implementation. 

¶ At the national level, in 2012 the Secretary of State requested that Natural England, the 
Environment Agency and the Forestry Commission work together to support the NIAs, and this 
support was mentioned by many NIA partnership chairs as an important factor in delivery of 
NIAs locally. 

The value of the government grant  

¶ ¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bL!ǎΩ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ  CƻǊ 
example, the NIA partnership chairs referred to it being a key factor in their success, especially 
the flexibility with which the grant could be spent and the focus on locally specific priorities 

bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΥ 
 

άΧ the incredible work done by the NIA to 
improve the access for the driving for the 
disabled group. There is no question that 

without the NIA this would not have happenedέ 
 

άsite enhancement projects will have improved 
the aesthetic quality of sites and relations with 

certain sections of communitiesέ 
 

άlocal communities can see real changes in the 
landscape as a result of the NIAέ 
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inherent in the NIA initiative design. 

¶ The government grant was important in mobilising additional resources, by encouraging match-
funding and enabling NIAs to show potential partners that real change is possible, for example 
through demonstration projects. 

Monitoring and research 

¶ The structured monitoring and evaluation process provided potential benefits to the NIAs.  For 
example, some NIAs found it provided a useful evidence base to make the case for how effective 
NIAs were in support of funding applications. 

¶ There were many successful collaborations between the NIAs and the education and research 
sectors.  For example, NIA partnerships engaged local universities to help undertake research 
and support monitoring (e.g. through ecological surveys and ecosystem service valuations).  

What was challenging and why? 

NIA Implementation and delivery 

¶ The short timescale to prepare bids presented some challenges.  For example, some partnership 
chairs reported that the limited time meant that much of the community and partner buy-in had 
to be developed during project implementation.  They also noted that this may have resulted in 
lower levels of consensus being developed amongst partners early on. 

¶ During the first year, particularly for the NIAs delivered by new, or much expanded, 
partnerships, the set-up time required meant that it was potentially difficult to meet delivery 
expectations. 

¶ The three years of grant funding was a relatively short period ς indeed, the Lawton review 
ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ψŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ 
by some of the NIA partnership chairs who felt the three years was too short to see real 
sustainable change, especially for biodiversity outcomes.   

¶ A key challenge at the end of the government grant funding period, as well as for the future, was 
Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ bL!Ωǎ ƻōƧŜctives.  Some NIAs had already been successful in 
securing some new funding, although this may have different priorities and objectives. 

Monitoring and evaluation process 

¶ Even though it was inherent in the NIA initiative design, the experimental nature of the 
monitoring and evaluation framework and indicators, and the fact that both were developed 
during NIA implementation, was a challenging process for NIA partnerships and the evaluation 
team. 

¶ Monitoring and evaluation required a lot of time and energy at the NIA level and needed more 
external support than was originally anticipated.  A more streamlined approach and ongoing 
support are likely to be required if NIA partnerships are to continue monitoring. 

¶ The online reporting tool provided a single portal to record NIA data following a common 
reporting structure.  Some of the technical features of the tool, combined with the intended 
flexibility of the monitoring and evaluation framework, posed challenges and some users 
struggled to operate the tool independently even though guidance, training and support were 
provided.   

What are the lessons for implementing, monitoring and evaluating integrated land-use 
and management initiatives? 

Implementation 

¶ An important success factor for the NIA initiative was the flexibility allowed in the use of the 
grant funding (i.e. how it could be spent locally).  As intended, this enabled local projects to 
develop tailored expenditure plans aligned with local needs and objectives. 
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¶ The NIA partnerships showed that integrated delivery can work, for example using volunteers 
delivering conservation actions and engaging local schools and communities in their local 
environment can deliver benefits for both nature and for the participants. 

¶ The NIAs demonstrated how projects led by partnerships can be successful.  However, the time 
and effort needed to establish and maintain partnerships where they do not already exist should 
be factored into policy implementation. 

¶ National (government) leadership and recognition was important for the NIA initiative: it 
motivated people delivering projects locally and provided authenticity and visibility that was 
used, for example, to support funding bids and to encourage wider engagement.  This may  not 
ōŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƭƻŎŀƭΣ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŦǳƴŘŜŘ ΨbL!ǎΩ 

Monitoring and evaluation 

¶ One of the aims of the NIA initiative was to test and develop approaches to delivering integrated 
landscape scale, partnership-led conservation.  In designing innovative and experimental 
approaches it should be recognised that monitoring requires resources, skills and planning and 
local projects may require support.  In addition, longer-term monitoring may be required (e.g. 
for five years or more after end of funding period) to understand if sustained change in 
approaches to delivery, and associated outcomes, are realised. 

¶ There may be different approaches and priorities between monitoring to assess progress in 
delivering local initiatives with evaluation of effectiveness across an initiative as whole.  This can 
lead to a potential tension between reporting on monitoring project outcomes (e.g. successes in 
achievement) and evaluating them critically.  Monitoring, and potentially evaluation, require the 
building of working relationships and connections with projects, which can conflict, or be 
perceived to conflict, with independent evaluation.  While this is a common tension in 
evaluation, protocols and procedures can help overcome these issues.   

What are the lessons for designing the evaluations of complex environmental policy? 

Evaluation design, framework and objectives 

¶ Setting clear programme level objectives at the outset to reflect the relationship between the 
programme and project level objectives can aid robust evaluation.  A mixed  approach that 
allows consistent monitoring and evaluation for some objectives and more flexible reporting to 
reflect local objectives may be effective, but where possible this  needs to be established early in 
the project cycle. 

¶ In designing an evaluation it is important to recognise that timescales of delivery (activities and 
outputs) may differ from intervention outcomes and impacts, and that many impacts, especially 
in natural environment initiatives, cannot be detected over time periods of less than 5 years and 
in some cases decades.  Where possible, therefore, longer-term monitoring should build on 
existing data and plan for the re-assessment of key indicators after the funded intervention has 
completed.  Process evaluation can also help to assess if delivery is on track to achieve intended 
outcomes and impacts, even if these are beyond the initial evaluation period. 

¶ An effective evaluation is likely to require an evaluation framework supported by, for example, a 
clear logic model.  Given the potential for delays between activities and outcomes and impacts a 
theory of change42 model(s) can be a useful approach, accompanied by mechanisms for 
testing/proving the theory of change. 

¶ Full impact evaluation may not be possible for some complex policy interventions, especially 
where these are delivered over relatively short timescales, and it may be appropriate to scope 
during the policy design phase what it is possible for an evaluation to deliver. 

                                                                 
42

 HM Treasury (2011) The Magenta Book Guidance for EvaluationΥ ! ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ΨƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ 

άƘƻǿέ ŀƴŘ άǿƘȅέ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ  Lǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ōȅ investigating the causal relationships 
between context-input-output-outcomes-impact in order to understand the combination of factors that has led to the intended or 
ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎΩ όǇΦртΣ .ƻȄ сŎύ 
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¶ When considering the counterfactual, it would be helpful if options considered in the early 
stages of developing a policy / initiative had undergone some form of options appraisal (ex-ante 
assessment).  Such assessments can help inform the development of counterfactuals for any 
subsequent evaluation at the policy / initiative level. 

¶ Where possible a baseline should be established at the outset of an intervention to support 
monitoring - this can also be useful as part of a theory of change approach where time lags are 
expected before outcomes and impacts are realised.  The creation of novel geographic entities 
and the varied objectives of the NIAs meant that in most cases locally specific baselines were not 
readily available at the outset. The NIA monitoring and evaluation project supported the NIAs in 
building a practical evidence base and undertaking research which will be valuable in the future.  

Data sources and reporting 

¶ A combination of quantitative monitoring data and qualitative information (e.g. from interviews 
and surveys) has been used in measuring and understanding the achievements of the NIAs.  For 
natural environment policy implementation, qualitative data collection and social science 
research methods may provide relatively low cost evaluation results compared to quantitative 
approaches that require ecological survey or other monitoring effort. 

¶ The use of existing national datasets and centralised analysis where possible can support 
effective, robust and efficient evaluation at both programme and local levels. 

¶ Self-reported data and locally specific indicators can play a useful role in regard to representing 
the diversity of NIAs.  However, the NIA initiative illustrated that such approaches require 
support and facilitation, and therefore resources, and may result in data that are not 
comparable across intervention areas.   

¶ Regular progress reporting by intervention participants (e.g. the quarterly progress reports NIAs 
were required to submit to Natural England) can be a valuable data source for evaluations.  This 
can be facilitated if it is designed and structured to aid combining and/or comparisons between 
NIAs. 

¶ Careful consideration is needed in the commissioning and design of bespoke IT systems for 
short-term policy interventions to ensure that they are proportionate and provide value for 
money, taking into account the design, maintenance implementation and support costs.  

Conclusions 
This report illustrates that the NIA partnerships achieved a great deal in a relatively short period of 
time, meeting, and in some cases exceeding, their project objectives.  They formed or developed 
partnerships, established shared visions and objectives for the natural environment in their areas, 
and implemented ambitious work programmes to deliver these objectives.  Over the period 2012 to 
2015, the NIA partnerships secured additional resources with a total value of £26 million, in addition 
to the initial government grant.  Based on NIA financial reporting to Natural England, 60% of the 
total resources were used for project implementation43,44. The investment made by government in 
the form of the NIA grant, has enabled the NIAs to start to unlock and deliver integrated landscape 
scale activity that inspires people, mobilises resources and improves the natural environment.   

The NIAs delivered a range of integrated benefits, including: real change in the quality and quantity 
of priority habitats; enhanced ecosystem services; worked with a wide range of partners and 
involved many people as volunteers or visitors, leading to benefits for local communities and the 
economy.   

Key lessons from the evaluation of the NIA initiative included that:  

¶ shared visions and objectives for the NIA partnerships improved communication between 
organisations, encouraged joined-up working and more integrated implementation;  

                                                                 
43 This represents an equivalent value of £20.3m, compared to the initial government grant of £7.5million 
44 i.e. land management activity / improvement works including capital items 
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¶ partnership-led, landscape scale land management contributed to successful 
implementation.  However, sufficient resources need to be dedicated to local coordination 
and management if partnerships are to function well;   

¶ the flexibility inherent in the design of the initiative was an important success factor;  

¶ partnerships bringing conservation organisations together with local businesses, land 
managers, research institutions and local authorities proved effective in delivering land 
management in the integrated way envisaged by the NIA initiative;  

¶ visible government support and leadership and a clear policy message provided impetus for 
local project delivery and helped local projects in sourcing additional resources;  

¶ the scale of funding available to NIAs was critical to their success; the initial government 
grant, for example, enabled partnerships to employ staff, leverage match-funding and 
initiate demonstration projects that have encouraged others to get involved; and,  

¶ longer term activity (beyond the three years of grant funding in NIAs) will be required to 
deliver sustainable impact, with associated monitoring and evaluation to understand if 
lasting changes have been realised. 

tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ aŀƪƛƴƎ {ǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ bŀǘǳǊŜ (Lawton et al., 2010) envisaged the 12 initial 
NIAs45 as being part of a wider and longer-term change in approach to wildlife conservation.  The 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ bL!ǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŜǇ-ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ 
Professor Sir John Lawton envisaged: a new, approach to ecological restoration which rebuilds 
nature and creates a more resilient natural environment for the benefit of wildlife and ourselves, 
with a vision to 2050.  The true value and impact of the 12 NIAs will only be realised in the longer-
term as achieving ecological restoration will require many years of effort, and if they inspire and help 
provide a business case to enable others to follow suit and build on the experience and knowledge 
developed over the last three years. 

Groups formed from four of the NIAs are among the 19 projects that were awarded funding under 
the first round of Countryside Stewardship facilitation fund grants in July 2015.  Other groups with a 
proximity to NIAs, for example Farmers for Aqualate with the Meres and Mosses NIA, were asked to 
take account of local NIA objectives as well as other relevant strategies.  Learning from the NIA 
initiative, the Countryside Stewardship facilitation fund represents a new approach within agri-
environment funding (by encouraging groups of farmers and other land managers with neighbouring 
land to deliver Countryside Stewardship priorities in a way that creates better-connected habitats 
across the landscape)) which may help in optimising biodiversity outcomes at the landscape scale.   

The lessons learnt from the monitoring and evaluation of NIAs that are presented in this report are 
also available as an input to the development of future policy on the integrated management of 
ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀǎ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ46 to the Natural 
/ŀǇƛǘŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ 

 

 

                                                                 
45 Referred to as ecological restoration zones in the Lawton Review. 
46 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/462472/ncc-natural-capital-gov-response-2015.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/462472/ncc-natural-capital-gov-response-2015.pdf
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1. Introduction  
 

1.1 Introduction to the  NIA monitoring and evaluation project  

The Nature Improvement Areas (NIA) Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) project47 was commissioned 
by the Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), in collaboration with Natural 
England, in February 2013.  The project involved gathering evidence and assessing the individual and 
aggregated progress and achievements of the NIA partnerships over their three year grant funded 
period (April 2012 to March 2015)48.  This was a combination of a process and impact evaluation ς 
i.e. focussing on both how the NIA partnerships delivered their objectives, as well as the impact of 
what was delivered across a range of topics including biodiversity, ecosystem services and social and 
economic benefits and contributions to wellbeing.  The project also aimed to maximise learning from 
the NIAs and build a practical evidence base to inform future landscape scale initiatives.   

This is the final report from the project and follows the interim findings presented in the Progress 
Reports at the end of Year 1 (2012-13) published in September 2013 (CEP, 2013) and Year 2 (2013-
14) published in November 2014 (CEP, 2014a). 

The policy context and background to the establishment of the NIAs is outlined in Section 2.  This 
section also includes an overview of the characteristics of the NIAs. 

1.1.1. Objectives of the monitoring and evaluation project  

The overall objectives of the NIA monitoring and evaluation Phase 2 project, as set by Defra and 
Natural England, were: 

¶ to assess the individual and aggregated contribution of the 12 initial NIA partnerships 
towards meeting biodiversity commitments in the Natural Environment White Paper (NEWP) 
ς Natural choice ς securing the value of nature (HM Government, 2011a), as well as 
outcomes in Biodiversity 2020 (Defra, 2011) and other national and international objectives, 
targets and commitments49; and 

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

Section 3 describes the monitoring and evaluation approach in more detail. 

1.2 Introduction to the  final report  

1.2.1. Focus of the report  

The final report focuses on:  

¶ the key cumulative progress and achievements made by the NIA partnerships during the 
three grant funded years of operation;  

¶ an evaluation of the activities within the NIAs and the extent to which change can be 
ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΤ  

                                                                 
47 Collingwood Environmental Planning (CEP), with its partners GeoData Institute and Cascade Consulting, were commissioned by Defra (in 
collaboration with Natural England) in February 2013 to undertake Research Project WC1061 - Monitoring and evaluation of Nature 
Improvement Areas: Phase 2  
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555. 
48 Note that this report, and the monitoring and evaluation project overall, covered the 12 initial NIAs that received grant funding.  It has 
not considered any of the locally determined NIAs subsequently established.  Therefore throughout this report refeǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ bL!ǎέ 
refers to the initial 12 NIAs that received grant funding only.  
49 e.g. the ¦Y DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ; targets agreed at the Tenth 
Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity; and the broader aims and intent of the European Landscape 
Convention. 

http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=2&ProjectID=18555
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¶ an overall evaluation of the NIA initiative including the resources required, benefits realised 
and extent to which the aims were achieved;  

¶ the wider learning from the NIA initiative, such as:  

o reflections on what worked well, and what proved challenging in implementing the initiative and 

individual NIAs; 

o challenges and opportunities for landscape scale, partnership led approaches; and  

o lessons learned in relation to monitoring and evaluation. 

1.2.2. Intended audience s 

The principal audience for this report is Defra and Natural England, who managed the delivery of the 
NIA initiative.  In addition, the other government departments and bodies involved in supporting the 
NIAs, including the Forestry Commission, Environment Agency and Department for Communities and 
Local Government, will have an interest.  Other potential audiences include the NIA partnerships and 
the partners themselves, and those involved or with an interest in landscape scale conservation 
initiatives, such as Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), local authorities and the academic 
community involved in research related to the natural environment and the benefits it provides.  
Local Nature Partnerships (LNPs), local planning authorities and others considering supporting locally 
determined NIAs may also be interested. 

1.2.3. Report structure  

The report has four main parts, as shown in Figure 1.1 which provides a guide to readers on how the 
information is organised in the report.  The structure of the final report draws on the steps in the 
logic model50 (i.e. inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes and impacts - see sub-section 3.2.1 and 
Appendix 2) and the themes in the NIA monitoring and evaluation framework (i.e. biodiversity, 
ecosystem services, social and economic benefits and contributions to wellbeing, and partnership 
working - see sub-section 3.1.2).   

The report includes four appendices which provide further details on the monitoring data and 
information that was collated and used as part of the evaluation, the methods of analysis used, the 
progress against individual NIA objectives and the participants in the various monitoring and 
evaluation workshops, meeting and other engagement activities undertaken during the course of 
the Phase 2 project.  In addition, the report is supported by four annexes which are in separate 
volumes to the main report. 

  

                                                                 
50 ! ƭƻƎƛŎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǇǳts, 
activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts. 
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Figure 1.1: Navigating the report  
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2. Policy Context and Introduction to the NIAs  
 

2.1 Policy background  ÁÎÄ .)!Óȭ ÁÉÍÓ 

The establishment of the NIAs was announced in the NEWP (HM Government, 2011a).  The NIAs 
were introduced to create joined up and resilient ecological networks at a landscape scale and to 
deliver these in an integrated way, enhancing ecosystem services including social and economic 
objectives.  They were intended to be large, discrete areas where a local partnership had a shared 
vision for their natural environment which would play a part in helping to demonstrate how a Ψstep 
changeΩ51 in nature conservation might be delivered.  The programme took forward the 
recommendations of Professor Sir John LawtonΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ²ƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ {ƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
Network: Making Space for Nature (Lawton et al., 2010) and links to the shift of emphasis from site-
based conservation towards a more integrated landscape scale approach advocated in the 
Biodiversity Strategy for England (Defra, 2011) and as a contribution towards commitments to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity52. 

The Lawǘƻƴ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ 
ecological network that would be capable of responding to the challenges of climate change and 
other pressures.  The review highlighted the highly fragmented state of nature in England and made 
a key recommendation that Ecological Restoration Zones (ERZs) need to be established, Ψoperating 
over large, discrete areas within which significant enhancements of ecological networks are achieved 
by enhancing existing wildlife sites, improving ecological connections and restoring ecological 
processesΩ.  The Coalition Government (2010-15) responded to the Lawton review through the 
NEWP, and supporting the establishment of NIAs was the gƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 
recommendation. 

The overall aims of the NIAs were to: 

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

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

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

The 12 selected NIA partnerships started work in April 2012, following a national competition which 
attracted 76 bids for a share of £7.5 million of government funding.  The location of the NIAs is 
shown in Figure 2.1.  The NIAs were partnerships of local authorities, local communities and land 
managers, the private sector and conservation organisations.  The NIA Grant Scheme provided 
funding to the partnerships for three years and was intended to enable the 12 selected NIAs to help 
provide inspiration locally and build a practical evidence base. 

The NIA initiative aimed to trial and test innovative, integrated and coordinated approaches at a 
landscape scale to ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
natural environment.  Further details on the requirements and aspirations for the NIAs were 
provided in guidance developed by Natural England and Defra.  This set out who could apply for the 
NIA grant scheme, and what was expected from NIA partnerships, i.e.:  

¶ opportunities to deliver ecological networks;  

                                                                 
51

 {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƛƳŀƎŜŘ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀƴƎ-ƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜΩ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ ΨƭŀǊƎŜ-scale 

habitat restoration and recreation, under-pinned by the re-establishment of ecological processes anŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΦ  tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 
[ŀǿǘƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ-ǘŜǊƳΥ ǘƻ нлрлΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ǇƻƛƴǘΩΦ 
52 www.cbd.int 
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¶ a shared vision for the natural environment among a wide partnership;  

¶ significant improvements to the ecological network being achievable;  

¶ surrounding land use can be better integrated with valued landscapes;  

¶ benefits to urban areas and communities can be achieved;  

¶ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƛƴ-ǿƛƴέ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΤ ŀƴŘ 

¶ that there are opportunities to inspire people through an enhanced experience of the 
outside world. 

Figure 2.1: Location of NIAs 

 
Source: Natural England

53
 

 
Natural England also set out the components of an ecological network which were considered key to 
successful NIA partnerships54:  

¶ core areas, especially existing wildlife sites (National Nature Reserves (NNRs), Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSIs), Local Nature Reserves (LNRs) etc.);  

¶ corridors and stepping stones;  

¶ restoration areas, where priority habitats are created to provide (in time) more core areas;  

¶ buffer zones, that reduce pressures on core areas; and 

                                                                 
53 Natural England NIA boundary data on Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (STRM) hill-shaded relief base map 
54

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-

about-the-programme  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-about-the-programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-about-the-programme
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¶ surrounding land that is managed including for sustainable food production, in a wildlife 
friendly way.  

The area of each NIA was required to be greater than 10,000ha, unless there was a strong case for a 
smaller area with an obvious boundary with significant ecological enhancement opportunities.  To 
reduce risk of effort being spread too thinly, the partnerships were also asked to avoid proposing 
overly large areas (in excess of 50,000ha) unless they could convincingly demonstrate significant 
enhancements likely to be achieved throughout the NIA.  

In addition to the 12 Government-funded NIAs, Defra set out a role for Local Nature Partnerships 
(LNPs) to work with and support these NIAs as well as to help establish new, locally determined 
NIAs.  Defra stated that Local Planning Authorities should decide whether and how to recognise an 
NIA in their local plans and they published criteria intended to help Local Authorities, LNPs and other 
local partnerships identify the locally determined NIAs (Defra, 2012a). The locally determined NIAs 
were encouraged to apply the monitoring and evaluation framework (see sub-section 3.2.1), NIA 
criteria and lessons learnt from the 12 initial NIAs to help inform their development and progress.  
However, the locally determined NIAs were not in the scope of this evaluation report. 

2.2 The characteristics of the NIAs  

The selected NIA partnerships varied considerably, including the habitats and landscapes they 
covered, the number and types of partners involved and their organisational arrangements.  This 
variety across the NIAs was intentional in order to test a range of approaches.  The types of habitat 
within the NIAs ranged from farmland and urban habitats to chalk downland, moorland, marsh, 
woodland, heathland, grassland and wetland (see Table 2.1).  They varied considerably in size, from 
the smallest Marlborough Downs (10,398ha) to the largest Northern Devon (72,560ha).  The 
populations living within or in close proximity to the NIAs also varied, with many being relatively 
sparsely populated in contrast to Birmingham and Black Country NIA where 2.2 million people lived. 

Table 2:1: Broad types of habitat present in the NIAs and their size 

NIA partnership 
Area 
(ha) 

Lead partner 
(accountable body when not lead) Broad types of habitat present 

Birmingham and Black 
Country 

62,470 
The Wildlife Trust for Birmingham 
and the Black Country 

Urban, wetland, river and heath  

Dark Peak 28,540 RSPB Moorland and woodland 

Dearne Valley Green 
Heart 

16,514 RSPB 
Farmland and former mining 
settlements with woodland and 
wetland 

Greater Thames 
Marshes 

54,337 Thames Estuary Partnership Agricultural, marsh and urban  

Humberhead Levels 49,869 Yorkshire Wildlife Trust Wetland, lowland and peat  

Marlborough Downs 10,398 The Marlborough Downs NIA Ltd Chalk downland 

Meres and Mosses of 
the Marches 

40,153 Shropshire Wildlife Trust Wetlands, peat bogs and ponds 

Morecambe Bay  49,139 
Arnside and Silverdale AONB 
(Lancaster County Council) 

Limestone, wetland and grassland  

Nene Valley 41,479 
River Nene Regional Park 
(Northamptonshire County Council) 

Post-industrial, river and wetland 

Northern Devon 72,560 Devon Wildlife Trust River, woodland and grassland 

South Downs Way 
Ahead 

41,520 
South Downs National Park 
Authority 

Chalk downland 

Wild Purbeck 46,165 
Dorset AONB 
(Dorset County Council) 

River, wetland, heath and woodland 

Source: based on overview of NIA characteristics provided by Natural England updated June 2014 (areas updated 
18/08/2013) 

The NIAs included a range of different nature conservation and landscape designations, and many of 
the NIAs also included areas covered by other initiatives, including catchment based approach pilots, 
biodiversity offsetting pilot areas, LNPs, Living Landscapes and Futurescapes. 
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NIA partners and lead organisations  

The NIA partnerships were led by a variety of different types of organisation (see Table 2.1).  Four 
NIA partnerships were led by wildlife trusts, two by Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs), 
two by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), and the remainder included a new 
charitable company set up specifically for the NIA (Marlborough Downs), a national park authority 
(South Downs), a regional park authority (Nene Valley) and the Thames Estuary Partnership (Greater 
Thames Marshes).  The type and number of formal partners involved varied greatly between the 
NIAs (from three partners in Marlborough Downs to more than 50 in Birmingham and Black 
Country).  Arms-Length Bodies and Local Authorities were partners in all of the NIAs.  Wildlife Trusts 
were also partners, or supporters, in all the NIAs.  The National Farmers Union (NFU) or other land 
management bodies were partners in ten NIAs, with Marlborough Downs being the only farmer led 
NIA.  Private sector organisations and businesses were involved as partners in ten of the NIAs, such 
as United Utilities in Dark Peak, JBA consulting in Humberhead Levels and Atkins in Birmingham and 
the Black Country.  The RSPB were also a partner in ten of the NIAs, and other NGOs were partners 
in nine NIAs.  Academia, including universities and local colleges, were partners in eight of the NIAs.   

Seven of the 12 NIA partnerships evolved from existing partnerships in their areas; in three, 
partnerships already existed but the NIA partnership represented a fundamental change in 
partnership structure or size; and the remaining two NIA partnerships were established to bid for 
the NIA grant funding (Marlborough Downs and South Downs).  In all cases the NIA initiative led to 
the broadening of partnerships to include more diverse partners. 

NIA partnersÈÉÐÓȭ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ 

Within the framework provided by the overall aims of the grant scheme and the NIA criteria, the 
individual NIA partnerships were free to develop their own specific objectives to reflect their local 
priorities and situation.  This reflected the intention that the NIA partnerships would be locally 
driven and test bottom-up approaches, with the models of delivery not being prescribed or dictated 
to them.   

Figure 2.2: Number of NIA ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ 

 

The variety of the NIA partnerships was an important part of the initiative and was also intended to 
help test what works well, and not so well, in delivering landscape scale conservation.  Their 
objectives reflected this variety and local priorities, for example Birmingham and Black Country were 
the only NIA to have an objective linking geodiversity and biodiversity - target actions for gains to 
geodiversity where there is a demonstrable associated biodiversity gain. 



  November 2015 

Monitoring and Evaluation of NIAs:  
Final Report (2012-15) 9 Collingwood Environmental Planning 

Figure 2.2 presents the ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧŀƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŜƛƎƘǘ ōǊƻŀŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ 
(note that generally each NIA had five objectives).  This shows that whilst the 12 NIAs focused on 
specific aspects most relevant to them, many of the NIA partnerships had objectives under similar 
core categories such as: community involvement and enhancing access; and habitat management, 
enhancement and restoration.  Other categories of objectives tended to be the focus of a few NIA 
partnerships each, such as promoting the green economy and local economic benefits and water 
management.   
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3. Approach to the Monitoring and Evaluation of the 
NIAs 

 

3.1 Summary of the monitoring and evaluation requirements and 
process 

3.1.1. NIA monitoring requirements  

The NIA partnerships reported on progress quarterly to Natural England, including financial 
monitoring and progress against their agreed objectives and outputs.  They also undertook 
monitoring following an agreed framework (see sub-section 3.1.2)55 and reported annually using an 
online reporting tool (see sub-section 3.1.3).  

3.1.2. NIA monitoring and evaluation framework  

A draft of an experimental monitoring and evaluation framework for the NIA partnerships was 
developed as part of the first phase of the NIA monitoring and evaluation project56.  The purpose of 
having a framework was to help ensure a systemic approach to monitoring and evaluation across all 
the NIAs, whilst also allowing the flexibility to monitor local priorities, and to provide a resource to 
support the NIAs in meeting their monitoring and evaluation requirements.  The NIA initiative was 
also intended to test approaches for the integrated monitoring and evaluation of landscape scale 
approaches.  The NIA partnerships applied several new concepts where practical tools and 
assessment methods are still developing, relating to restoration of habitat connectivity and 
ecosystem services for example. 

The framework addressed four themes (biodiversity; ecosystem services; social and economic 
benefits and contributions to wellbeing; and partnership working) and a number of sub-themes (see 
Figure 3.1).  A menu of indicators was developed, each with a supporting protocol to guide the NIA 
partnerships in how to monitor and report the indicator. 

Figure 3.1: NIA monitoring and evaluation indicator themes and sub-themes 

 

                                                                 
55 More details on the NIA monitoring and evaluation requirements and process can be found on the NIA webpages: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-
about-the-programme  
56 Developing a framework for design, monitoring and evaluating pilot Nature Improvement Areas: Phase 1 Scoping Study ς Defra research 
project WC1029. http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=1&ProjectID=17960  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-about-the-programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks/nature-improvement-areas-about-the-programme
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&Completed=1&ProjectID=17960
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The framework and the accompanying indicators and protocols were reviewed and updated 
extensively during the second year of the Phase 2 project (see Appendix 1 for a list of the 36 
indicators).  The review drew on feedback from the NIA partnerships and research undertaken as 
part of the Phase 2 project into specific themes, such as ecosystem services and habitat connectivity.  
Key changes to the indicator protocols included: the introduction of a new core comparative 
indicator of habitat connectivity; clarification of indicator descriptions and methods; minor 
amendments to some of the indicator titles; and the provision of additional information and 
guidance including frequently asked questions (FAQs)57 for the use of BARS (Biodiversity Action 
Reporting System) and local community surveys.  

The updated monitoring and evaluation framework (CEP, 2014b) includes a set of principles, relevant 
roles and responsibilities, the overall approach to monitoring and evaluation and an overview of 
information sources.  It was accompanied by updates to the online reporting tool (see sub-section 
3.1.3). 

The framework and indicators enabled the NIA partnerships to measure progress towards their 
objectives and wider impacts.  Indicators were used as they are a way of describing complex factors 
and provide a more practical, focussed and economical way to track outcomes than recording every 
possible variable.  Measuring the outcomes and impacts resulting from the NIA partnershipsΩ 
activities was not always practicable, for example due to lack of available data and the time lag 
before outcomes and impacts might become apparent and measureable.  Therefore, some of the 
indicator protocols focussed on recording processes and outputs (see sub-section 3.2.1).  Appendix 2 
includes details on the timescales for detectable outcomes for biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

The NIA partnerships were not expected to select and monitor all the indicators.  They all had to use 
the seven ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ, while the other indicators were optional as long as the NIAs included a 
range of indicators across the themes as set out in the framework.  They chose from the menu of 
optional indicators based on which were most relevant to their local priorities.  In addition, NIA 
partnerships were able to develop their own supplementary local indicators as required. 

Appendix 1 shows the indicators selected and the data entered in the online reporting tool at the 
end of the third year of grant funding by the NIA partnerships.  In total, 207 indicator selections were 
made and a further 11 local indicators were developed by the NIAs. 

3.1.3. The online reporting tool  

An online reporting tool58 (Natural England, 2014b), was initially developed during the first phase of 
the NIA monitoring and evaluation project59 to provide a structured data-entry tool for the NIAs to 
report and share data for their chosen indicators.  The online reporting tool was reviewed and 
developed as part of the Phase 2 project for reporting by the NIAs in Year 2 (2013-14). 

The online reporting tool was structured around the monitoring and evaluation framework and 
associated indicator protocols.  It was designed to enable the NIA partnerships to record their total 
achievements against each indicator each year, rather than the detail of individual activities.  The 
tool was also intended to complement rather than duplicate other existing systems of data 
recording, such as BARS (Biodiversity Action Reporting System). 

The online reporting tool had ŀ ΨrŜǇƻǊǘΩ ǇŀƎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǎŜd ŀ ΨǘƛŎƪ-ōƻȄΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜd users to 
generate an online or downloadable data report by selecting any combination of NIA partnerships, 
monitoring and evaluation themes and indicators (e.g. it was possible to view all indicators for a 
specific NIA partnership, or a specific theme or indicator across all NIA partnerships).  The report 
page was publically accessible for the duration of the grant-funded initiative (April 2012 ς March 
2015) so reports could be viewed or downloaded by anybody using the online reporting tool. 
                                                                 
57

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

http://nia.naturalengland.org.uk/index
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&ProjectID=17960&FromSearch=Y&Publisher=1&SearchText=nature%20improvement&SortString=ProjectCode&SortOrder=Asc&Paging=10%23Description
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Menu&Module=More&Location=None&ProjectID=17960&FromSearch=Y&Publisher=1&SearchText=nature%20improvement&SortString=ProjectCode&SortOrder=Asc&Paging=10%23Description
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3.1.4. Information and data sources  

A variety of qualitative and quantitative information was gathered for monitoring of the NIA 
partnerships.  The information supporting the evaluation and this report was drawn from several 
sources, in addition to the online reporting tool, as illustrated in Figure 3.2.  Appendix 2 provides 
further details on the main data sources which supported the evaluation, and summarises the key 
methods of analysis used. 

Figure 3.2: Sources of monitoring data and information supporting the evaluation 

 

 

3.2 Overall objectives and approach to the evaluation  

3.2.1. Overall approach  

The overall approach adopted for the evaluation of the NIA initiative drew on guidance in the 
Magenta Book (HM Government, 2011b).  A logic model60 approach was used to provide the overall 
framework within which the evaluation was designed.  The logic model (see Figure 3.3 and Appendix 
2 for further explanation) was used to describe the relationship between the inputs, 
processes/activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts of the NIA partnerships individually or 
aggregated.  This provided the framework for understanding and systematically testing the assumed 
relationships between the individual and collective outcomes (both short term and longer term 
impacts) of the NIA partnerships with the inputs, activities and processes.  

The approach adopted used a combination of process and impact evaluation.  The evaluation sought 
to understand how the NIA partnerships delivered their objectives (the process aspect of the 
evaluation of inputs and processes / activities), as well as what they had delivered for biodiversity, 
ecosystem services and social and economic benefits and contributions to wellbeing (the impact 
aspect of the evaluation focusing on outputs, outcomes and impacts).   
 

                                                                 
60 A logic model seeks to understand the complexity of a policy intervention and the ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘǎΣ 
activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts. 
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Figure 3.3: The Logic Model for the NIA evaluation 

 

 
The Magenta Book was used for guidance on potential methods to use as part of an evaluation, in 
particular for process and impact evaluations.  This included methods for both data collection and 
analysis (see section 3.1.4).  The analysis performed for quantitative data included aggregating data 
across NIA partnerships, calculating change over time, comparing NIA and national trends, as well as 
some qualitative methods (see Appendix 2 for further details). 

The logic model guided the development of specific evaluation questions under each of the 
monitoring and evaluation themes (see sub-section 3.1.2), and also helped to identify the evidence 
required to answer the evaluation questions.  These questions are presented at the start of each 
evaluation section (see Part III - sections 5, 6, 7 and 8) and in Appendix 2.  The use of evaluation 
questions was applied here based on the description in the Magenta Book.   

The evaluation questions related to biodiversity, ecosystem services, and social and economic 
benefits and contribution to wellbeing outcomes and impacts (see sections 6, 7 and 8) were 
developed at two levels of detail:  

¶ Firstly, at the level of each sub-theme in the monitoring and evaluation framework a 
headline evaluation question was developed.  These questions took the form of asking, 
overall, if the NIA partnerships had contributed to a change in each sub-theme.  For 
example, for the sub-theme of cultural ecosystem services the overall evaluation question 
asks: Ψǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƘŀǾŜ bL!ǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōuted to improved cultural services?Ω 

¶ Secondly, reflecting the specific indicators included in the monitoring and evaluation 
framework and the topics covered by each sub-theme, sub-questions were developed to 
enable a more detailed evaluation of the evidence.  These considered both change within an 
NIA and the extent to which the NIA partnerships contributed to these changes.  Taking the 
example of cultural ecosystem services, an example question asks: ΨTo what extent have NIA 
partnerships contributed to increasing the extent of land managed to maintain and / or 
enhance landscape character?Ω 

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

The inputs and processes evaluation questions (see section 5) were developed to help understand 
ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΥ resources and 
expenditure; effective partnership working, planning and management; monitoring and evaluation; 
research and innovation; and the support of Natural England, Defra and other agencies.  In the case 
of inputs and processes, evaluation sub-questions seek to explore in more detail these aspects, for 
example relating to partnership structures, management and planning processes and information / 
knowledge sharing and exchange. 
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Understanding the outcomes and impacts of the NIA partnerships is challenging at the end of three 
years of operation.  This is partly due to other variables potentially influencing change and the 
challenges of establishing cause-effect and partly due to the limited time available to realise the 
desired outcomes and impacts of the NIAs.  The evaluation at the end of the grant funded period has 
therefore had to focus on inputs, processes and outputs, with the outputs and impacts only reported 
where possible.   

Understand ing the baseline and counterfactual  

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

Research has been undertaken as part of the Phase 2 monitoring and evaluation project to test and 
help increase understanding of different approaches to assess the difference the NIA partnerships 
have made over and above what would have happened anyway (see section 9 and Appendix 2).  This 
counterfactual work used three approaches:  

¶ Approach 1 ς Narrative approach: 

o Online survey of NIA partners 

o Semi-structured interviews with the 12 NIA partnership chairs 

o Semi-structure interviews with seven national level stakeholders 

¶ Approach 2 ς Temporal trajectory analysis 

¶ Approach 3 ς Spatial paired comparisons 

A separate report, Annex 1, has been prepared on the details of the counterfactual work.  This 
provides a commentary on the testing of the counterfactual using the three approaches.  The 
findings of this work have been integrated into the evaluation reported in Parts III and IV. 
 

The baseline provides information on the situation before the NIA partnerships started work.  The 
indicators were designed to record a baseline using available data.  The baseline year differs 
between indicators depending on data availability.  The challenge for the evaluation has been to 
attribute change within an NIA to the NIA paǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻǊ 
delivery mechanisms.  {ƻƳŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ 
others are more contextual and record wider change in the NIA.  The evaluation worked with the 
data available and where necessary highlighted any assumptions and uncertainties with the data 
used and findings drawn from it. 
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Part I I: 
Overview of NIAÓȭ Progress 
and Achievements  
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4. /ÖÅÒÖÉÅ× ÏÆ .)! 0ÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐÓȭ 0ÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ 
Achievements  

 

Overview of progress and achievements at the end of Year 3 

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

ω NIA partnerships managed a total of 4,625ha to create or restore new areas of priority habitats; 
and a total of 13,664ha to maintain or improve the condition of existing priority habitats. 

ω The bL!ǎΩ management activities on existing priority habitat equated to 14.6% of the total 
extent of existing priority habitat61 (93,533ha) within all NIAs being subject to new 
management actions under the NIA initiative over the three years of the grant funded period. 

ω The NIA partnerships managed linear habitat such as hedgerows, rivers and riparian buffers, 
canals and wood margins.  Over the three years, 10.5km of new boundary and linear priority 
habitat was restored or created, and 215km of existing boundary and linear habitat managed 
to maintain or improve its condition. 

ω The NIA partnerships improved data and knowledge of species status in their areas through 
species surveys, such as water vole surveying (Dearne Valley and Meres and Mosses), breeding 
and wetland bird monitoring (Nene Valley) and butterfly surveys (Marlborough Downs and 
Morecambe Bay).  These provided information to help design effective habitat management 
activities in NIAs, and contributed to wider understanding of species status. 

ω The NIA partnerships initiated habitat management to meet the needs of species, such as 
breeding wader and tern habitat enhancements (Humberhead Levels) and improving conditions 
for invertebrates (Greater Thames Marshes). 

ω Research undertaken by the NIA partnerships improved understanding of and tested 
approaches to delivering and measuring habitat connectivity. 

Enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people 

ω The bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
natural environment.  Five NIA partnerships reported that a total length of 51km of public rights 
of way and permissive paths were improved or created, with access improved to a further 
254km.  One NIA (Humberhead Levels) reported 3,600 new visits to a nature reserve following 
works to improve access and facilities. 

ω All NIA partnerships designed and delivered activities with the explicit objective of providing 
education and learning benefits.  In the three NIAs that reported on it, a total of 26,496 people 
participated in educational visits62. 

ω The NIA partnerships reported that a total of 47,159 days of volunteer time was undertaken to 
support their activities.  Volunteers were engaged in activities such as habitat improvements and 
species surveys.  The majority of this time (41,544 days) involved volunteering activities 
considered likely to result in health and wellbeing benefits, including implementation work, site 
surveys and sampling. 

ω The NIA partnerships delivered actions specifically designed to enhance ecosystem services, for 
example, in the five NIAs that reported it a total of 28,229ha of land was managed with the aim 
of improving water quality.  By the end of Year 3 the proportion of woodlands in active 
management increased by 5.5% (compared to 4.8% nationally over the same period) across the 

                                                                 
61

 Priority habitats were identified as being the most threatened and requiring conservation action under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 
(UK BAP).  In 2013, Natural 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΩ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ нп ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΦ  Examples of 
priority habitats include lowland calcareous grassland and deciduous woodland. 
62 An educational visit is defined as any organised visit to an NIA site or centre (e.g. visitor centre) which had an explicit educational 
objective. 
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12 NIA partnerships.  Many other NIA activities (e.g. enhancing or creating habitat) are likely to 
have enhanced ecosystem services. 

Working with local communities, land managers and businesses 

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

Becoming places of innovation and inspiration 

ω NIA partnerships sought to inspire people by: engaging people through public events; using 
nature for learning; connecting people with the local landscape through cultural and artistic 
interpretation (e.g. art, theatre, music and photography). 

ω All the NIA partnerships engaged in activities that either contributed to research or were 
innovative, with 11 of the 12 NIA partnerships having undertaken research with universities or 
research institutes. 

ω Outcomes of the NIA partnershipsΩ ǿƻǊƪ ǿith universities included: research into the practical 
delivery of landscape scale conservation; assessments of ecosystem service values 
improvements to specific habitats and the wider value of services across an NIA; and monitoring 
in support of improved restoration techniques related to grasslands / meadows. 

Mobilising financial resources 

ω NIA partnerships mobilised a total added value (additional income) equivalent to £26.2 million 
in addition to their government grant funding from Defra and Natural England over the three 
grant funded years, at a ratio of 3.49 (for each £1.00 of government grant an average of £3.49 
was generated of which £2.03 was from non-public sources). 

4.1 Introduction  

This section presents an overview of the progress and achievements in the NIAs at the end of the 
grant funded period (April 2012 to March 2015).  This section does not seek to evaluate the progress 
and achievements, rather it presents a summary of the available evidence on what the NIAs 
delivered under four main topics linked to their overall objectives: 

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

¶ enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people;  

¶ working with local communities, landowners and businesses; and  

¶ becoming places of innovation and inspiration. 

The detailed evaluation of the NIA partnerships is presented in Part III (sections 5 - 8).  While the 
approach to the evaluation is discussed in section 3 and Appendix 2, it is important to put the 
description of the progress and achievements reported here within the following context: 

¶ The NIA partnerships were all very different and had, as intended, locally specific objectives 
and work programmes (see sub-section 2.2).  This means that comparative and aggregate 
reporting was not always appropriate or possible. 

¶ CŀŎǘƻǊǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ 
as weather conditions or where delivery was partly reliant on other organisations. 

¶ The NIA partnerships were not responsible for all activity in their areas, and it is not always 
possible to attribute change directly to the activity of an NIA partnership.  In some cases 
contextual indicators were used to assess wider change in the NIAs.  Work has been 
undertaken to help understand the difference that NIA partnerships have made compared 
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to what would have happened anyway, and this is summarised for each monitoring and 
evaluation theme in sections 5 - 8 and in section 9, with more detailed reporting in Annex 1. 

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

¶ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ 
in the long-term.  After three years, it is often only possible to monitor and report on the 
completion of actions to provide an indication of achievement and the direction of change, 
rather than being able to measure final outcomes or impacts.  Appendix 2 provides more 
information on possible impact timeframes. 

¶ All the NIA partnerships submitted data using the online reporting tool (see sub-section 
3.1.3), and although these data were quality assured, there was some variation in the 
interpretation of the indicator protocols and the quality of data, for example differing 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƘŜƭǇ Ψƛƴ-ƪƛƴŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ 
partners. 

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

The selected examples of NIA partnership activities presented in this section are illustrative rather 
than comprehensive.  Any difference in the number of examples across NIA partnerships does not 
indicate that there was more, or less, activity or ambition in different NIAs. 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ !ƴƴŜȄ нΥ Nature 
Improvement Areas 2012-15 - Making Space for Nature on a Landscape Scale.  This is a summary 
report prepared by the NIAs themselves at the end of the three year grant funded period. 

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

4.2.1. More, bigger and better places for wildlife  

The habitat actions reported by NIA partnerships at the end of Year 363 include: 

¶ A total of 13,664ha of existing priority habitat has been managed to maintain or improve 
its condition64. 

¶ A total of 4,625ha65 managed to restore or create new priority habitats66. 

¶ Over the three grant funded years, 14.6% of the total extent of existing priority habitat 
within all NIAs was subject to new management actions by NIA partners. 

Reported actions on boundary and linear priority habitats67, included: 

¶ Actions to maintain or improve the condition of 215km of existing boundary and linear 
priority habitat. 

¶ Actions to restore or create 10.5km of new boundary and linear habitat. 
                                                                 
63 Note: it was not possible to determine from the online reporting what proportion of actions underway or complete may have started 
before the NIA grant funding period.  
64 The total area of the NIAs is 513,144ha, so this represents approximately 2.7% of total land area. 
65

 The amount of new priority habitat restored or created declined in Year 3 (from 7,451ha in Year 2) because some of this habitat 

becomes reclassified as existing priority habitat being managed to maintain/improve its condition (once it has been restored/created).  
66 This represents approximately 0.9% of total land area in the NIAs. 
67 These includes hedgerows, rivers and riparian buffers, canals and wood margins 
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Five NIA partnerships reported on site based actions68 in addition to area based actions, with a total 
of 78 sites with actions completed or underway at the end of Year 3. 

Box 4.1 presents selected examples of NIA partnership activities to create, restore and enhance 
habitats.  Note that many of these activities delivered multi-functional benefits, in addition to the 
direct benefits of habitat creation, restoration and enhancement.  For example, benefits can include: 
improved habitat connectivity; development and enhancement of recreational corridors; 
development of open space; and the enhancement of ecosystem services. 

Box 4.1: Selected examples of activities to create, restore and enhance habitats 

¶ Restoration of new and/or improvement of existing lowland calcareous grassland across five focal 
areas (over a total area of 1,773ha), 
with re-establishment of diverse 
grassland species (South Downs). 

¶ Creation of a network of new 
species-rich grassland sites through 
an appropriate management regime 
and re-introduction of key species. 
A total of 40 new meadows were 
created, with a similar number of 
restoration projects (Birmingham 
and Black Country).  The work was 
monitored by a PhD student from 
University of Wolverhampton. 

¶ Restoration of 400ha of lowland 
raised mire including direct scrub 
management on 30ha of lowland raised mire (Humberhead Levels).  

¶ An updated grazing management plan was put in place in Meres and Mosses and will be under regular 
review.  16 sites saw practical habitat improvements through tree removal, habitat restoration (fen, 
reedbed, and lowland heath), meadow grazing, weed control and scrub and rhododendron clearance. 

¶ A saline lagoon and a wetland habitat complex were created in Wild Purbeck with help from volunteers. 
A new trail and interpretation (e.g. visitor information boards) was designed. 

¶ NIA partnerships were also involved in other activities to support habitat improvements and ensure 
appropriate long-term habitat management, such as holding biodiversity and land management 
seminars for landowners (Marlborough Downs), creating networks of reserve managers and land 
advisers across partner organisations to better align planning and practices (Humberhead Levels), and 
employing a dedicated landowner adviser to work with land managers to encourage habitat 
management through improved agricultural practices (Northern Devon). 

Source: Online tool data entry and narrative, Year 3 quarterly Progress Reports and BARS Actions records. 

4.2.2. Less fragmented places for wildlife  

Activities to improve connectivity include the creation and restoration of new habitats and the 
maintenance and improvement of existing habitats within the landscape improving ecological 
connectivity (by ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ΨǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ ǎǘƻƴŜǎΩ69), including boundary and linear habitats.  The 
habitat activities reported in sub-section 4.2.1 have the potential to contribute to the creation of less 
fragmented habitats, even where this was not a specific objective.  Efforts have also been made to 
enhance ecological networks, such as through re-wetting and raising water levels on lowland raised 
bogs (Humberhead Levels).  Other activities supported functional connectivity70, such as restoration 
of traditional grazing marshes (Greater Thames Marshes). 

The NIA partnerships engaged in research on habitat connectivity, often working jointly with 
research and academic institutions (see sub-section 4.5 for further details).  This included work on: 
the role and nature of connectivity within the NIAs; how connectivity should be measured; and 
                                                                 
68 Site based actions were reported in relation to specific sites (e.g. creation of ponds), without an area of intervention provided. 
69 Patches of habitat located / created in sufficient proximity to create connectivity and to link larger areas of continuous habitat. 
70 Functional connectivity refers to the ability of species typical of a type of habitat being able to move within and between habitat patches 
in an area. 

Meadow creation, Birmingham and Black Country.  Photo credit: Simon 
Atkinson 



  November 2015 

Monitoring and Evaluation of NIAs:  
Final Report (2012-15) 20 Collingwood Environmental Planning 

whether connectivity is always the appropriate conservation strategy.  NIA partnership research and 
reporting added to the understanding of how to deliver improved connectivity and how to measure 
change71. 

A particular focus of activity was on exploring appropriate measures of ecological connectivity, 
including ones which can be aggregated across the different ecosystems and habitats within the 
NIAs.  A new core indicator - comparative indicator of habitat connectivity - was developed and 
added to the monitoring and evaluation framework as part of the updates made in Year 2.  The 
protocol suggests an approach, but also encouraged the NIA partnerships to develop their own 
locally appropriate approaches.  It was used in a variety of different ways, consistent with the 
principle of NIA partnerships testing innovative approaches and learning.  Each NIA partnership used 
their own locally determined weighting to report on contributions of their actions to connectivity.  It 
is therefore not possible aggregate these data to quantify the collective contribution to connectivity 
across all NIAs. 

In February 2015 an NIA best practice event focusing on connectivity was held72 (hosted by 
Birmingham and Black Country NIA).  The event sought to take stock of the NIA partnerships delivery 
in relation to connectivity, discuss the national and international context (e.g. latest research, 
available tools), and reflect on the diverse approaches to restoring ecological networks and 
measuring change in connectivity. 

Box 4.2: Selected examples of activities to improve connectivity 

¶ Creation and improvement to woodland rides (totalling 5.3km) 
to create corridors and links between open areas within 
woodlands.  These works contributed to the creation of a 
network of rides, glades and coppice blocks for mobile 
species such as High Brown Fritillary, Pearl Bordered Fritillary, 
White Spot Sable Moth, Duke of Burgundy, and Marsh Tit 
(Morecambe Bay). 

¶ Creation and restoration of meadows based on mapping of 
ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭƛƴƪƛƴƎΩ ŀǊŜŀǎ (Birmingham and Black Country). 

¶ Production of 11 management plans over the three grant 
funded years for the improved management of buffers and 
the development of a network of corridors and stepping 
stones linking core sites.  These management plans are in 
ongoing use (Meres and Mosses). 

¶ Using habitat opportunity mapping as the basis for working 
with landowners and farmers to implement a coordinated 
delivery plan and habitat creation and restoration targets.  
Increased connectivity by bridging gaps through the creation 
or restoration of 148ha of habitat including six meadows from species poor grassland and four meadows 
created on arable land totalling 11ha (Nene Valley). 

Source: Online tool data entry and narrative, Year 3 quarterly Progress Reports and NIA website records. 

4.2.3. Species 

The NIA partnerships delivered activities to enhance the status73 of focal74 and widespread75 species.  
Box 4.3 presents selected examples of activities reported by the NIA partnerships to enhance and 
protect species. 

                                                                 
71 For example: the Dearne Valley Ecological Network modelling with Forest Research which included mapping the ecological network (GIS) 
and the effects of changing land use on connectivity; Meres and Mosses published a paper on the practical application of the landscape 
scale conservation within the NIA with a focus on connectivity (Jones, 2015); and Wild Purbeck worked with a Landscape Permeability Tool 
to inform locations for restoration works and achieve increased habitat connectivity. 
72

 More information on this event including the presentations and materials can be downloaded from the Natural England website: 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4553703239450624  
73 Note that species status includes both abundance and distribution. 
74 Focal species in this context refers to species of high conservation status that were the focus of actions or sensitive to drivers of change 
that were a specific concern within an NIA. 

 
Map of NIA grassland improvement schemes in 
Birmingham and Black Country and how these 
relate to existing core and linking areas (source 
EcoRecord, poster presented at NIA best practice 
event, February 2015: 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/6
305653733720064) 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4553703239450624
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/63056537
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/63056537
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Box 4.3: Selected examples of activities to enhance and protect species 

¶ Greater Thames Marshes in partnership with BugLife and University of East London completed work to 
directly improve 96ha of land for Thames Terrace invertebrate flagship species at ten sites in the NIA.  
A legacy of specialist equipment, monitoring and community interest has been left.  425ha of freshwater 
grazing marsh was also restored, to help create habitat for water voles, redshank, lapwing, brown hare 
and scarce emerald damselfly. 

¶ Habitat restoration and enhancement to benefit priority species such as bittern, pearl-bordered and 
high brown fritillaries, breeding waders, calcareous grassland flora, woodland bird assemblage, eels and 
salmonids (Morecambe Bay). 

¶ Extensive scrub clearance on a 53ha site to provide bird nesting opportunities and improve habitat for 
plants to support Adonis Blue and Duke of Burgundy butterfly populations.  A 30ha area of chalk 
grassland was broadcast with wildflower seed after being sheep grazed in early spring to control ragwort 
(South Downs).  

¶ River restoration targeted at fish and invertebrate populations: 4km of river was enhanced, including 
action relating to improved weir design to reduce impact on species movements (Nene Valley). 

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

Source: Online tool data entry and narrative, Year 3 quarterly Progress Reports and NIA website records. 

 
Nine NIA partnerships76 reported on the status of focal species and four NIA partnerships77 on 
widespread species, with 95 focal species and 83 widespread species recorded78 79.  This showed the 
change in status (decreasing, stable, increasing, unknown) of local populations of focal and 
widespread species from baseline (start of NIA activity) to the end of Year 3.  Within the nine NIA 
partnerships that reported on focal species80: 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ рр҈ ƻŦ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ¸ŜŀǊ оΣ 
compared with 14% at baseline.  This observed increase is likely to reflect a number of 
factors (see sub-section 6.3), and in particular the change in data availability due to NIA led 
surveys: the percentage of species with known status rose from 48% to 70% between 
baseline and the end of Year 3. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŘŜŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŦŜƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ нн҈ ŀǘ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ǘƻ мн҈ ƛƴ 
Year 3, and tƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ рн҈ ŀǘ 
baseline to 30% in Year 2. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ мо҈ ŀǘ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ǘƻ п҈ 
ƛƴ ¸ŜŀǊ оΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜΩ is probably because a number 
ƻŦ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ¸ŜŀǊ м ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩΦ 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
75 Widespread species refers to species defined as such and monitored through the relevant English Biodiversity 2020 indicators (Defra, 
2014) 
76 Birmingham and Black Country; Dearne Valley; Humberhead Levels; Meres and Mosses; Morecambe Bay; Nene Valley; Northern Devon; 
South Downs; Wild Purbeck 
77 Humberhead Levels; Marlborough Downs; Meres and Mosses; Dark Peak. 
78 The focal and widespread species reporting recognises that it is not possible to fully attribute change in status over the life of an NIA 
partnership directly to NIA partnership activity.  Changes in status may be subject to many other influences and to lags and external 
factors outside the influence of the NIA partnership, such as weather, disease, recruitment, dispersal or predation.  The monitoring and 
recording by NIA partnerships offers a picture of the status within each area.  NIA partnership survey data was typically fed to Record 
Centres or to the NBN (National Biodiversity Network) directly and represents a contribution to an improved information base from which 
to assess change. 
79

 As an illustrative example, one NIA (Humberhead Levels) considered 13 widespread species (Teal, Mute Swan, Little Egret, Snipe, 
/ǳǊƭŜǿΣ wŜŘǎƘŀƴƪΣ {ŜŘƎŜ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊΣ wŜŜŘ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊΣ /ŜǘǘƛΩǎ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊΣ YƛƴƎŦƛǎƘŜǊΣ DǊŜȅ IŜǊƻƴ, Oystercatcher and Sand Martin) and nine focal 
species (Bearded Tit, Crane, Marsh Harrier, Bittern, Nightjar, Hairy Canary Fly, Mire Pill Beetle, Thorne Pin-Palp Beetle, and Water Vole) 
80 Note that there is a risk of survey bias in relation to surveying species status.  From the available data it is not possible to distinguish 
between real changes in species status / numbers as opposed to increased survey effort where there is an incomplete historical record. 
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Across the four NIA partnerships that reported on widespread species: 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ нт҈ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ¸ŜŀǊ о 
cƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ мт҈ ŀǘ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ όнлмнύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ status at the end of 
¸ŜŀǊ м ŦŜƭƭ ǘƻ м҈Σ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ 
status due to NIA partnership survey activities. 

¶ The percentage of wideǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ from 
27% at baseline to 41% at the end of Year 3 (decreasing from 78% in Year 2).  The initial 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾŜȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 
species previously not surveyed in the NIAs, i.e. the baseline reflects national or historic 
status records but local status may have been unknown.  The subsequent decrease in the 
species with unknown status between Year 2 and 3 supports this assumption.  Financial 
claims made by NIA partnerships to Natural England also indicated an increase in survey 
effort (see sub-section 5.2.2). 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘŜŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΩ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 
baseline of 24% to 22% at the end of Year 3, and the percentage ƻŦ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜΩ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ 
species reduced from 34% at the baseline to 11% at the end of Year 3. 

4.2.4. Geology and geodiversity  

Geology and geodiversity are fundamental aspects of the landscape.  Nine NIAs explicitly considered 
the geology and geodiversity of their areas in establishing project objectives and planning their 
activities. 

Birmingham and Black Country NIA had an 
objective focussed on linking geodiversity and 
biodiversity, which aimed to target activities 
with geodiversity benefits, where there was 
also a demonstrable associated biodiversity 
gain.  This included work to clear vegetation 
from geological features on 10 sites, with 
support from (and providing training to) 
volunteers.  The vegetation clearance work 
improved the value of some site as an 
educational resource.  Biodiversity gains were 
achieved by restoring habitat for specialised 
plant and invertebrate species. 

Humberhead Levels considered the geodiversity value of the area in developing their objectives, and 
worked with the local Geological Records Centre to help monitor landscape scale delivery.  
Marlborough Downs contains SSSIs designated due to the importance of geological features, and the 
NIA planned interventions to protect and enhance these features.  Six other NIAs81 considered 
specific local geological features and geodiversity in their project planning (reflected in their 
Business Plans). 

4.3 Enhancing the benefits that nature provides for people  

This sub-section considers the NIA partnershipsΩ progress and achievements in relation to the 
benefits that nature provides for people.  Ecosystem services, by definition, provide many benefits 
to human health and wellbeing, usually categorised as cultural, supporting, provisioning and 
regulating ecosystem services.  ¢ƘŜ bL! ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 
were a result of both activities specifically intended to achieve these benefits and due to other 
activities, such as encouraging volunteering in activities related to habitat improvements.  Reflecting 

                                                                 
81

 Dark Peak, Morecambe Bay, Nene Valley, Northern Devon, South Downs, Wild Purbeck 

 
Rock exposure after scrub clearance on Rowley Hills, 
Birmingham and Black Country (source Wildlife Trust for 
Birmingham and Black Country) 
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the integrated approach, all NIA activities related to enhancing or creating habitats or encouraging 
local people to engage with the natural environment, will have enhanced ecosystem services. 

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

4.3.1. Health  and wellbeing  

In addition to health benefits from ecosystem services (e.g. through possible improvements to water 
or air quality resulting from habitat changes), encouraging volunteering is one way the NIA 
partnerships delivered potential health benefits, including82: aerobic exercise; improved respiratory 
and cardiovascular health; reduced stress; sense of achievement; reduced social isolation; relaxation 
and recovery.  See Figure 4.1. 

Over the three grant funded years a total of 47,159 days83 of volunteer time was reported by the NIA 
partnerships84,85.  As a comparison, the New Forest reported that in 2014/15 over 900 volunteering 
days were recorded from people taking part in their work that year.  Whilst the NIAs covered 
approximately 9 times the area of the New Forest, the average number of NIA volunteering days per 
year was 17.5 times the number in the New Forest.  Within this total 35,336 days was on 
ΨƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜd physical land management and improvement activities, and 
a further 6,208 days was on ΨŘŀǘŀΣ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎΣ ǎƛǘŜ 
survey and sampling.  These types of work engaged volunteers in physical activity, working with 
other people and learning new skills and knowledge and were therefore considered likely to have 
had health and wellbeing benefits (CEP, 2014c).  Box 4.4 presents selected examples of specific 
volunteering activities reported by the NIA partnerships. 

The NIA partnerships also undertook activities intended to deliver mental health benefits, for 
example Greater Thames Marshes worked with local artists and participants with mental health 
challenges to explore the artistic potential of a park in the NIA, see Box 4.5. 

Figure 4.1: Volunteers, activities and likely health benefits86 

Physical works ς scrub clearance, habitat 
management, hedge-laying and coppicing. 
 
 

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

  

                                                                 
82 Based on the outcomes of the literature review on the social and economic benefits associated with natural environment initiatives and 
their contribution to wellbeing (CEP, 2014c). 
83 Volunteer time was recorded by NIA partnerships as number of hours volunteering under four categories: general unskilled labour; 
skilled trained labour; specialist services; and professional.  The number of days was calculated by summing the hours reported and 
dividing by 7 (assuming a 7 hour working day). 
84 Volunteering data as compiled by Natural England based on financial claim forms submitted by NIA partnerships. 
85 Note it was not always apparent from NIA partnership reporting if volunteering was a direct result of NIA funding / coordination, or if 
these volunteering activities were occurring anyway within the NIA but contributed to NIA objectives. 
86 Based on the outcomes of the literature review on the social and economic benefits associated with natural environment initiatives and 
their contribution to wellbeing (CEP, 2014c). 
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Benefits: 

¶ Improved respiratory health 

¶ Aerobic exercise and improved cardiovascular 
health 

¶ Reduced stress hormones 

Benefits: 

¶ Sense of achievement 

¶ Recovery and relaxation 

¶ Reduced social isolation and friendship 

Photo credits: Simon Atkinson (Birmingham and Black Country NIA) and Tania Crockett (Morecambe Bay NIA). 

 

Box 4.4: Selected examples of activities related to volunteering 

Habitat improvement 

¶ Enhancing and restoring priority woodland 
habitats involved volunteers working at seven 
key sites with woodland work parties.  
(Morecambe Bay). 

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

¶ A local orchard tree planting event involved 
more than 44 volunteers, adults and children. 
Participants planted their own plum trees to 
provide food and habitat continuity for the 
bƻōƭŜ /ƘŀŦŜǊ ōŜŜǘƭŜΩǎ ƭŀǊǾŀΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ōŜŜǘƭŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŘ 
data list beetle and only found breeding in this orchard in Kent. (Greater Thames Marshes). 

¶ Meres and Mosses involved 283 volunteers carrying out 1,155 days of voluntary work, including 
undertaking practical improvement works on nine sites, led by community groups. 

Surveying and monitoring 

¶ Four volunteer training days contributing to delivery of thinning, planting and sowing.  Also trained 
volunteers in woodland management techniques (tree felling, coppicing, snedding and dead-hedging). 
Five community volunteer days delivering planting, seeding and vegetation clearance and one corporate 
volunteering day including scrub clearance, trench digging and litter picking. 22 volunteer workdays held 
where volunteers were involved in thinning, seeding, coppicing, felling and planting. (Birmingham and 
Black Country). 

Training 

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

¶ Butterfly monitoring across 11 sites collected data to track the impact of NIA management work.  
(Morecambe Bay). 

¶ Habitat survey and condition assessment training increased local survey skills and will help enhance the 
future evidence base (Humberhead Levels). 

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

Source: NIA Year 3 quarterly Progress Reports and Year 2 summary reports 

 

Box 4.5: Greater Thames Marshes ς Community engagement: art and mental health activities 

A programme of workshops was arranged by the Greater Thames Marshes NIA partnership.  These workshops 
were run by two locally based organisations Rethink Recovery and Own Arts.  The organisations assist people 
in their management and recovery with a broad range of mental health issues by arranging sessions where 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ΨƭŀƴŘ ŀǊǘΩ (art based on 
materials found in the environment). 

The participants in this project were chosen because they have a range of mental health issues.  Having 
worked with the artists and spent time walking around a site in the NIA, the feedback was positive for 
example:  

άΧǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǇŀƴƛŎ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ǘƻŘŀȅ ƛǎ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻut meeting 
ƘŜǊŜΣ ƴƻ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ [ƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ ώL ƘŀǾŜ ŀϐ ŀƭƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦ 

Participants attending a tree planting event at Iwade 
Orchard. Photo credit: Pippa Palmer 




















































































































































































































































































