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1. Introduction  

1.1 OB3 Research, in conjunction with BRO Partnership, were appointed by 

the Welsh Government to undertake an evaluation of the Sustainable 

Management Scheme (SMS) which is funded through the Welsh 

Government Rural Communities - Rural Development Programme (WG 

RC-RDP) 2014-2020.  

1.2 The aim of the evaluation is to review how the SMS is supporting 

collaborative action to improve natural resources and help achieve 

ecosystem resilience and to assess its subsequent contribution to 

sustaining social and economic benefits for communities.  

1.3 It is intended that the evaluation explores five key objectives: 

¶ the alignment of projects to the principles of Sustainable Management 

of Natural Resources (SMNR) 

¶ the management and implementation of the scheme 

¶ the nature and extent of collaboration and what this achieved 

¶ the outcomes of the scheme and action on the policy priorities 

¶ the contribution to the cross-cutting themes, particularly climate 

adaptation and mitigation. 

1.4 The evaluation is being undertaken between January 2020 and October 

2022 and includes: 

¶ a first annual update report (November 2020)  

¶ a second annual update report (October 2021) 

¶ a final impact evaluation report (October 2022) 

1.5 This first annual update report sets out the theory of change for the SMS 

and presents the key findings of a process evaluation. It has involved desk-

based research, including an analysis of programme documentation and 

monitoring data, as well as fieldwork with Welsh Government officials, key 

stakeholders, project leads and other project contributors. It is important to 

note that this first report has focused on the management and 
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implementation of the scheme and the nature of the collaboration. 

Subsequent reports, and the final report in particular will report more fully 

on programme outcomes and impacts 

1.6 This report is presented in ten chapters as follows:  

¶ chapter one: this introduction to the report 

¶ chapter two: outlines the study methodology  

¶ chapter three: provides an overview of the SMS 

¶ chapter four: sets out the policy and strategic context for the SMS 

¶ chapter five: presents a Theory of Change for the programme  

¶ chapters six to nine: present the findings of the fieldwork  

¶ chapter ten: presents the conclusions and recommendations for the 

remaining programme period.  

Annex A provides a brief synopsis of the projects interviewed for this report. Annex 

B-D include the discussion guides used to gather the evidence.  
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2. Method ology  

2.1 This chapter sets out the method deployed for undertaking the evaluation 

annual update report, the profile of interviewed project representatives and 

discusses some of the key methodological considerations in undertaking the 

study.  

Method  

2.2 The evaluation activities which were undertaken between April and October 

2020 involved the following elements of work:  

¶ an inception stage, which included an inception meeting with Welsh 

Government officials, a follow-on meeting focused on policy relating to 

SMS and the preparation of a refined methodological approach and 

project plan   

¶ desk-based research, which involved an analysis of relevant policy 

and strategic documents including Welsh Government publications 

and key legislation, as well as a review of SMS scheme 

documentation and reports 

¶ preparing a qualitative discussion guide for interviewing Welsh 

Government officials involved in the design and development of the 

SMS (set out at Annex B) 

¶ interviewing eight Welsh Government officials to gain their views on 

the purpose and design of the SMS as well as the intended outcomes 

and impacts expected 

¶ synthesising the findings of the fieldwork and desk-review to develop 

a ToC logic model for the SMS, set out at Figure 5.1, Chapter 5 

¶ preparing and distributing an online survey for all successful and 

unsuccessful applicants to the SMS  

¶ preparing qualitative discussion guides for interviewing contributors as 

part of the evaluation (set out at Annex C and D) and a supporting 

Privacy Notice 
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¶ undertaking interviews with 26 representatives across 18 SMS 

projects 

¶ holding online focus group discussions with ten members of the 

facilitation support service 

¶ interviewing ten additional key stakeholders from Welsh Government 

and other external organisations including NRW 

¶ analysing and synthesising the findings of the fieldwork and desk-

review and preparing this report. 

Profile of survey respondents  

2.3 A total of 27 web survey responses were received. Of these, 24 responses 

were completed in English and three responses were completed in Welsh.  

2.4 Most (24 responses) were completed by a representative from a project or 

applicant lead organisation whilst three responses were completed by a 

representative from a project or applicant partner organisation. 

2.5 At the time of completing the web survey: 

¶ five had their EoI turned down by the Welsh Government  

¶ three were having their SMS funding application appraised by the 

Welsh Government  

¶ one had their SMS funding application approved but their project was 

yet to commence 

¶ 14 reported that their SMS project was underway 

¶ four had completed their SMS project. 

Profile of interviewed projects  

2.6 A sample of 20 existing SMS projects were chosen for interviews. These 

were chosen based on their anticipated end date. The remaining SMS 

projects will all be interviewed during the evaluation, either during the next 

annual update report or the final evaluation report stage. Two of the 20 

projects chosen declined to take part at this stage due to issues resulting 

from Covid-19 such as progress on hold or staff currently furloughed. A 
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brief description for each of the eighteen projects included in the fieldwork 

for this report is included in Annex A of this evaluation update report.  

2.7 Of the 18 interviewed projects:   

¶ nine were from the first funding window (with start dates ranging from 

October 2016 to January 2017), seven were from the second funding 

window (with start dates ranging from March 2017 to March 2018) 

and two were from the third funding window (with start dates ranging 

from July 2019 to April 2020)   

¶ four projects were led by national park authorities, three were led by a 

local authority, four were led by a wildlife trust or society and the 

others were a mix of foundations, third sector charities or partnerships  

¶ in terms of geographical locations, two projects were pan-Wales, 

three projects worked across several local authority areas and the 

remaining projects were located in a specific local authority. Of the 

projects which were not operating pan-Wales, eight were based in 

North Wales, five in South Wales and three in Mid Wales 

¶ the total grant amount received by projects varied from £200,000 to 

just under £1 million.  

Method ological considerations  

2.8 The following issues need to be considered in relation to the methodology 

adopted for this study: 

¶ the outbreak and subsequent restrictions imposed due to the Covid-

19 coronavirus has impacted upon project delivery. Many staff were 

furloughed during the fieldwork period or those remaining were too 

busy and declined to take part at this stage. The pandemic has also 

affected the approach adopted for undertaking this study. Our 

intention was to visit each of the projects and see some of the project 

outcomes first-hand. However, due to the restrictions, all interviews 

were undertaken via Teams or telephone. This inability to visit sites 

and meeting with a wide range of partners has had a bearing on the 

level of detail that we have been able to ascertain from case study 
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projects in particular. As such the case studies in this report are 

shorter snapshots. In future reports we intend to revisit these projects 

and gain a deeper level of understanding of the impacts and 

difference made locally  

¶ the sample of organisations has been drawn from the earlier funding 

windows (windows one to three). Whilst the survey was open to all 

projects, this was also mainly responded to by earlier funded projects 

who are already underway. The survey will be repeated twice more 

for subsequent reporting windows and will therefore provide an 

opportunity for further responses from all funded projects. The 

feedback in this report mainly reflects the early Expression of Interest 

(EoI) and application stages of the programme and will not provide 

much information about any changes that might have occurred since, 

nor will it provide much insight into the facilitation support service that 

was introduced to later funding windows (window four onwards). 

Whilst the report can provide some views on the facilitation support 

service from policymakers and the facilitators themselves, and can 

offer some headline findings from the survey, it will not be able to 

ótestô some of the assumptions and findings with the projects who 

utilised the service in this report. The evaluation will be dependent on 

gaining this evidence through interviews for the subsequent annual 

update reports  

¶ at the time of preparing this report only three SMS projects have been 

completed, and the final project evaluation reports have not yet been 

received from the projects. As such, this report, as initially planned, is 

a process evaluation  aimed at drawing out key findings from the 

design, implementation, and delivery of the SMS in the early stages. 

Where evidence of outputs and outcomes has been captured during 

interviews, these are reported upon in chapter nine, but subsequent 

annual update reports will be able to provide more detail as further 

SMS projects reach their end dates and present their evaluation 

reports for consideration.  
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¶ the wide variety of projects and their differing aims and objectives 

presents its challenges at a programme level evaluation in terms of 

being able to pull together commonalities and present programme 

level impacts. However, our methodology for subsequent evaluation 

reports includes the analysis of Geographic Information System (GIS) 

data to capture outcomes and impacts.  
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3. Overvie w of the Sustainable Management Scheme  

3.1 This chapter sets out a detailed overview of the Sustainable Management 

Scheme (SMS) taking into account scheme level documentation including 

guidance to applicants and projects.  

  Introduction  

3.2 The SMS aims to support collaborative approaches to land management 

activities which will improve natural resources and help achieve ecosystem 

resilience which will sustain the social and economic benefits they provide 

to communities. The guidance sets out its overall aim as being: 

óto support collaborative landscape-scale projects delivering action that 

improves our natural resources in a way that delivers benefits to farm and 

rural businesses and rural communitiesô1. 

3.3 The scheme was designed to provide: 

¶ protection for natural resources such as water, soil, biodiversity, and 

air 

¶ improved ecological resilience 

¶ improved access to the environment and opportunities to enjoy 

natural areas 

¶ new opportunities for skills development and job creation  

¶ improved community green space 

¶ reduced risk of surface water flooding  

¶ community and sector climate resilience  

¶ opportunities for exercise and improvements to health and well-being  

¶ better community cohesion  

¶ innovation and entrepreneurship and  

¶ volunteer opportunities and education opportunities for schools.   

                                                           
1 Welsh Government Sustainable Management Scheme - guidance notes (page 3) 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-09/sustainable-management-scheme-guidance_0.pdf
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3.4 The scheme was designed to contribute towards the implementation of the 

Environment (Wales) Act 2016 and was aligned to the aims of the 

Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act. 

3.5 The scheme is required to contribute towards the EU cross cutting themes 

of sustainable development, equality and gender mainstreaming and 

tacking poverty and social exclusion. The scheme is also required to 

contribute towards the RDPôs cross-cutting objectives of climate change 

adaptation and mitigation and innovation.  

3.6 SMS places a significant emphasis on the principles of collaboration and 

engagement, and it was expected that action would be taken at the 

landscape (such as the catchment), rather than individual farm, scale.  

3.7 It was also intended that the SMS supports and facilitates co-ordination 

with other schemes to undertake action needed to improve the resilience of 

farm and rural businesses and rural communities to climate impacts.  

  Scheme design  

3.8 The SMS is a competitive grant funding scheme available to individuals and 

organisations who collaborate as groups to improve Welsh natural 

resources.  

3.9 A prospective budget of £23.3m was allocated to the scheme as part of the 

Rural Development Programme (RDP) and the first round of funding was 

made available during 2016. The scheme was originally targeted to fund 30 

projects in total and any individual project would be able to apply for a 

maximum grant of £5 million. The scheme provided funding at a grant rate 

of up to 100 per cent. The minimum grant threshold set for each project 

was £10,000. Projects were expected not to exceed, but not limited to, a 

three-year period within the programme period.  

3.10 Guidance issued by the Welsh Government2 to prospective grant 

applicants notes that projects should address the natural resources policy 

                                                           
2 Welsh Government Sustainable Management Scheme: Specification for the Sustainable 
Management Scheme Support Service  
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priorities set out in the Environment Act (Wales) 2016 as well as local 

opportunities and challenges.  

3.11 The guidance also emphasises the importance of collaborative approaches 

rather than single applicants for funding, and it was expected that scheme 

funding could be used to help with the development and co-ordination of 

collaborative groups.  

3.12 Eligible applicants included SMEs, large businesses, education or research 

establishments, farmers, foresters, community, and voluntary groups that 

operate principally in a rural area and are engaged in agriculture, forestry, 

or other land management activities.  

3.13 Eligible activities were expected to include: 

¶ development and co-ordination of collaborative groups and 

management of projects 

¶ collaborative actions which would result in the sustainable 

management of natural resources 

¶ communication and dissemination of project approaches, lessons, 

and outcomes  

¶ research, technical advice, and feasibility studies 

¶ monitoring and evaluation activities to demonstrate the outcomes 

achieved.  

3.14 Ineligible activities were identified as direct payments to landowners, 

famers or foresters for capital works carried out on their own land or for 

ongoing land management activities. They also included investment in the 

primary production of agricultural or timber products. 

Application process  

3.15 The selection of projects to be funded was done over two separate stages. 

Applicants were expected to submit an EoI and successful ones were then 

invited to submit a full funding application. In order to proceed to the full 

application stage, those submitting an EoI were expected to demonstrate 
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how their proposed project would contribute to the aims and objectives of 

the SMS, and in particular how they met the twin criteria of: 

¶ priorities for action to support the Welsh Governmentôs Natural 

Resources Policy 

¶ the principles of SMNR 

3.16 Second stage applicants were required to develop a project plan and 

demonstrate:  

¶ need for activity: that outputs were required and would deliver against 

the European Commission strategic priorities and the Welsh 

Government priorities; it would add to and not displace/unnecessarily 

duplicate existing activity; that it was not already funded by another 

source   

¶ need for funding: it would not proceed without support; that costs 

would not be excessive for the nature of the activity involved; there 

was a market failure or funding gap, where applicable 

¶ ability to deliver: viability of the business; legal compliance; financial 

viability of project and sustainability, including exit strategy; support 

and commitment of all collaborators; project management, monitoring 

and evaluation arrangements. 

3.17 Second stage full applicants were also required to demonstrate that they 

addressed additional requirements, including: 

¶ having secured outline planning permission, where required 

¶ having secured other consents, licenses, and permissions, where 

required  

¶ viability of the project and the organisation, with new organisations 

required to supply details about their directors 

¶ compliance with various legislation including equal opportunities, 

environmental, health and safety, animal welfare and protection 

legislation 

¶ open and fair recruitment of key staff 
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¶ technical and management capabilities and skills.  

3.18 It was intended that funding be awarded over the life of the scheme, via 

periodic application rounds. Windows for submitting an EoI were expected 

to be opened approximately every nine months and each window was to be 

left open for between two and three calendar months.  

3.19 Five funding windows have been administered by the Welsh Government. 

Table 3.1 sets out the timeline for each funding window and the anticipated 

delivery timeline for projects funded via each funding window. 

Table 3.1: SMS Funding windows timeline   
 Window 

1 
Window 
2 

Window 3  Window 4  Window 5  

Application 
period 
opened  

February 
2016 

October 
2016 

July 2017 July 2018 May 2019 

Application 
period 
closed  

May 
2015 

November 
2016 

September 
2017 

September 
2018 

August 2019 

Projects 
starting   

July 
2017 to 
March 
2018 

June 
2018 to 
July 2019 

January 
2019 to 
September 
2019 

 August 
2020 to 
February 
2021 

Majority of projects 
currently being 
appraised to start in 
2021 

Projects 
completing  

March 
2020 to 
March 
20213 

March 
2021 to 
June 
20224 

Jan 2022 
to March 
2023 

March 
2023 to 
June 2023 

 June 2023 

Source: Welsh Government 

Projects approved  

3.20 A total of 226 EoIs have been submitted by applicants across the five 

funding windows to the value of £97m in total, nearly four times the level of 

grant funding available. The healthy number of applications received during 

each funding window suggests that there has been good levels of 

awareness and sustained interest in the scheme, and that promotional 

efforts have been effective.  

3.21 In all, 52 applicants have been selected to proceed to the full application 

stage, as shown at Table 3.2, although two of these are not proceeding. Of 

                                                           
3 There are exceptions to these dates 
4There are exceptions to these dates  
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the projects approved at the EoI stage, 46 projects had received full funding 

approval and the remaining 4 are being appraised.  

Table 3.2: Applications and approved projects by funding window   
 

 Window 1  Window 2  Window 3  Window 4  Window 5  Totals  

Total  
Committed 
Grant  at 
EOI 

£6,256,510 £6,445,743 £4,012,123 £4,838,036 £2,995,225 £24,547,637 

No of EoIs 
Submitted  

63 38 26 54 45 226 

Projects 
successful 
at EoI   

11 13 12 9 8 52 

Projects 
Live (Full 
project 
approval)  

11 13 12 8 5 46 

Projects in 
appraisal  

0 0 0 1 3 4 

Projects 
developing 
full 
application  

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Project not 
proceeding  

0 0 1 0 0 2 

Source: Welsh Government (April 2021)  

Funding and spend  

3.22 As at April 2021, just over £22m grant funding had been committed across 

the scheme against the overall budget of just under 25m with the value of 

funding committed in each funding window broadly decreasing over time. 

Based on data for 52 projects, grant value applied for by individual projects 

ranged from £70,000 to £934,600, with the average value of grant 

committed per project being £478,572. 

Targets  

3.23 The SMS is expected to contribute to two specific indicators: 

¶ total expenditure, which is an RDP programme level indicator, and 

¶ number of cooperation operations supported, which is specific to 

Measure 16, Priority 4 of the RDP. 
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3.24 The SMS also has 18 case level indicators to achieve. Individual projects 

are expected to achieve at least two of these case level indicators and were 

expected to select an appropriate target for the indicators chosen. Case 

level indicators are set out at Table 3.3. 

Table 3.3: SMS case level indicators  

  

1 Population benefitting from improved services/infrastructure 

2 Number of jobs created 

3 Number of jobs safeguarded 

4 Number of participants in training 

5 Number of training days 

6 Total public expenditure for training / skills 

7 Number of individuals gaining a qualification 

8 Number of new markets accessed 

9 Enterprises assisted 

10 Number of micro small and medium sized enterprises supported 

11 Number of networks established 

12 Number of feasibility studies 

13 Number of stakeholders engaged  

14 Number of pilot activities undertaken/supported 

15 Number of actions to utilize natural resources for health benefit 

16 Managed access to countryside or coast 

17 Area (ha) of woodland supported 

18 Area (ha) of peatland habitat rewetted  

 

3.25 An analysis of data supplied by the Welsh Government for fully approved 

projects shows that all aim to deliver nature-based solutions and take a 

place-based approach, both being NRP national priorities. 

3.26 An analysis of data supplied by the Welsh Government for 46 projects to 

date shows that they intend to achieve combined case level indicator 

outputs as set out at Table 3.4. In addition to these indicators above, some 

projects also propose to achieve other indicators such as area of upland 

restored.  
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Table 3.4 Progress against combined case level indicator targets by 
funded projects to date  
 

Case level indicator  Target  Progress to date  

Area of peatland habitat re-wetted  86ha 19.7ha 

Area of Upland restored to improve 
carbon retaining condition 

46ha 46ha 

Area of woodland supported 

4720ha 

111.6ha of existing 
woodland managed 
and 13.91ha of new 

planting 

Enterprises assisted 357 134 

Managed access to countryside or 
coast 

125km 12km 

Number of actions to utilise natural 
resources for health benefit 

1020 602 

Number of feasibility studies 37 31 

Number of individuals gaining a 
qualification 

114 108 

Number of jobs created 32 29 

Number of jobs safeguarded 14 14 

Number of micro small and medium 
sized enterprises supported 

327 19 

Number of networks established 72 27 

Number of participants in training 1166 231 

Number of pilot activities undertaken / 
supported 

87 181 

Number of stakeholders engaged 7000 2337 

Number of training days 540 181 

Total public expenditure for training / 
skills 

£176,909 £122,600 

Source: Welsh Government (April 2021) 

Scheme governance and management arrangements  

3.27 The SMS was intended to be led and managed by a small team of up to 

four individuals from the Environment and Rural Affairs Department within 

the Economy, Skills and Natural Resources5 Group of the Welsh 

Government. The team, headed by up a Senior Implementation Advisor, 

were tasked to manage the EoI application process, including scheme 

promotion, assessment of applications, providing feedback to unsuccessful 

applicants and monitoring of delivery.   

                                                           
5 Now called Landscapes, nature and forestry group 
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3.28 The Welsh Government SMS team was responsible for promoting and 

disseminating information about the scheme, via workshops and an on 

individual level.  

3.29 It was intended that all EoIs would be assessed by the SMS team at Welsh 

Government. The process has involved applications being scored by 

individual team members against published selection criteria and ranked in 

order of merit via a moderation process. A secondary review was 

undertaken by a Welsh Government policy lead with responsibility for the 

area of work proposed by each EoI, to secure their support to the 

proposals. A further review was undertaken by an independent 

representative from Natural Resources Wales (NRW). The purpose of this 

review was to assess the feasibility of the application from a regulatory 

perspective and to review the need for intervention. EoIs with the highest 

scores, and supporting reviews, were then invited to submit a full 

application.  

3.30 Once approved, the Welsh Government SMS team continue to manage the 

scheme in terms of liaison with projects as well as oversee monitoring and 

reporting requirements. They also continue to provide hands on support to 

assist with project development, including a half day initiation meeting with 

each project. As was the case for all RDP administrative functions, the 

financial management of the SMS was initially undertaken by the Scheme 

Management Unit before responsibility was transferred to the Rural 

Payments Team within the Welsh Government.  

Support Service  

3.31 Part-way through delivery the scheme put in place a support service to 

guide and advise farmers, foresters and other land managers to develop 

new project ideas and form new partnerships or groups in order to submit 

an EoI to the SMS. The service also provides support to projects invited to 

the second stage of application to help them develop full project plans.  

3.32 This service is delivered as part of the Farming Connect service by Menter 

a Busnes. The service is provided by 15 facilitators who work directly with 

groups of applicants to develop their SMS project application. Facilitators 
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were required to apply for these roles via an application process, which 

also included an interview stage. Facilitators received initial training 

following their appointment and are required to attend regular progress 

meetings held by Menter a Busnes.  

3.33 Facilitators were allocated up to 30 days to support applicants during the 

EoI stage and a further 30 days to support successful EOI applicants to 

develop their full applications. Facilitators have been in place to support 

applicants from window 4 onwards. Most facilitators have championed a 

project from within their local area as well as worked with other 

partnerships to develop their projects.   

Practitioner Groups  

3.34 Two SMS Practitioner Groups have been established, driven by 

organisations in receipt of grant funding and supported by the Welsh 

Government. The two groups cover mid and north Wales. In addition, a 

Peatland Action Group also exists and whilst not this is not directly related 

to the SMS, many projects are associated with it.  

Project reporting  

3.35 Funded projects are expected to submit regular progress reports to the 

Welsh Government to support each financial claim (which can be made 

monthly, or less frequently up to annual basis) using a standard WEFO 

reporting template which requests information on aspects such as: 

¶ progress reporting including activities and achievements to date, 

results achieved, and any unexpected challenges or delays 

experienced 

¶ how project has been publicised  

¶ how project is meeting any special conditions expected of them as set 

out in their approval letter 

¶ assets acquired by the project. 

3.36 Projects are also required to prepare a final independent project evaluation 

report to the Welsh Government.   
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4. Policy and strategic rationale for the SMS  

4.1 This chapter sets out the funding, legislative and policy rationale for the 

Sustainable Management Scheme (SMS).  

Funding Context  

Welsh Government Rural Communities ï Rural Development Programme 

(WG RC-RDP)  

4.2 The SMS is funded through the Welsh Government Rural Communities - 

Rural Development Programme (WG RC-RDP) 2014-2020, a joint Welsh 

Government and European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 

strategy6. The scheme supports a range of activities which contribute to the 

following objectives:  

¶ fostering the competitiveness of agriculture 

¶ ensuring the sustainable management of natural resources and 

climate action 

¶ achieving a balanced territorial development of rural economies and 

communities, including the creation and maintenance of employment. 

4.3 Activity funded through the WG RC-RDP must align to one or more of six 

rural development priorities. The SMS is funded via Priority 4  (Restoring, 

preserving, and enhancing ecosystems related to agriculture and forestry) 

within which funding is available for agricultural land measures and forestry 

land measures. As part of European Commission requirements, activity is 

mapped to particular Measures which define the type of activity to be 

delivered.  

4.4 The SMS is delivered under Sub-Measure 16.5  (Co-operation and Supply 

Chain Development) of this priority which is intended to support joint action 

that mitigates or adapts to climate change, and joint approaches to 

environmental projects and ongoing environmental practices.  

                                                           
6 Rural Development Programme for Wales 2014 to 2020  

https://gov.wales/rural-development-programme-document-2014-2020
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4.5 In addition to being funding under Priority 4 of the WG RC-RDP it is also 

expected that the SMS contributes towards three other priorities, namely:  

¶ Priority 2 : Enhancing farm viability and competitiveness of all types of 

agriculture in all regions and promoting innovative farm technologies 

and the sustainable management of forests 

¶ Priority 5:  Promoting resource efficiency and supporting a shift 

towards a low carbon and climate resilient economy in agriculture, 

forestry, and food sectors 

¶ Priority 6 : Promoting social inclusion, poverty reduction and 

economic development in rural areas. 

Background  

4.6 The State of Nature Report published in May 2013, by a consortium of 25 

environmental Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), set out a stark 

message - that wildlife in Wales was at a crisis point. The report highlighted 

that over the last 50 years there had been a 60 per cent decrease in 

species studied, with 10 facing extinction.  

4.7 In 2014 the Welsh Government provided £5m to fund the Nature Fund, 

which would run over 2015/16. Initially 460 ideas, or EoIs, were generated 

from environmental NGOs, land managers, farmers, woodland managers, 

SMEs, and local authorities.  

4.8 The one-year Nature Fund was invested across seven geographical Nature 

Action Zones and focused on actions across five priority areas: 

¶ improvements to river catchments 

¶ marine ecosystems 

¶ local environment 

¶ realising the potential in upland areas 

¶ stimulating innovation.  
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4.9 In all, 20 projects were supported via the Nature Fund. In many ways the 

SMS built on the lessons learnt from the Nature Fund, particularly the 

challenges of establishing effective partnerships. 

Legislative and Policy Framework  

Welsh Governmentôs five-year plan, Taking Wales Forward  

4.10 In 2016 the then First Minister announced his Governmentôs priorities7. Of 

relevance to the SMS were: 

¶ Successful, sustainable rural communities : working with partners 

to secure a prosperous future for Welsh agriculture 

¶ Environment:  making progress towards our goal of reducing our 

greenhouse emissions by at least 80 per cent by 2050, investing in 

the skills required for the green economy, promoting green growth 

and innovation, and continuing to invest in flood defence work and 

taking further action to better manage water in our environment. 

The Environment (Wales) Act 2016 

4.11 The SMS sits within a wider legislative framework, and particularly the 

requirements of the Environment (Wales) Act 2016 8. Part 1 of the Act sets 

out the new framework for the Sustainable Management of our Natural 

Resources (SMNR) comprising: 

¶ a definition of SMNR : The SMNR is about improving the social, 

economic, environmental, and cultural well-being of Wales by taking 

an ecosystem approach to managing natural resources. Ecosystems, 

which comprise of plants, animals, air, water, minerals and soils and 

the interactions that take place between them, provide us with clean 

air, water, food, fuel, and opportunities for enjoying the outdoors and 

supporting our well-being 

¶ Walesô Natural Resources Policy (NRP)9: The NRP sets out four 

headline opportunities:  

                                                           
7 Welsh Government (2016) Taking Wales Forward  
8 Environment (Wales) Act 2016  
9 Welsh Government (2017) Natural Resources Policy  

https://gov.wales/first-minister-unveils-five-year-plan-take-wales-forward
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2016/3/contents/enacted
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/natural-resources-policy.pdf
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o supporting successful, sustainable communities 

o promoting green growth and innovation to create sustainable 

jobs 

o supporting a more resource efficient economy 

o maintaining healthy, active, and connected communities. 

The NRP also sets out three national priorities to tackle the challenges 

and realise the opportunities associated with natural resources: 

o delivering nature-based solutions: nature-based solutions are 

about using nature and natural processes to address major 

challenges, such as flooding, air pollution or health issues 

associated with physical inactivity. They include a wide range of 

approaches to build resilience into ecosystems and enhance 

biodiversity; improve infrastructure, land, and water 

management; support climate change adaptation and mitigation 

and support our health and well-being. Using biodiverse nature-

based solutions also helps build resilience into our natural 

resources and ecosystems ï a ówin-winô solution 

o increasing resource efficiency and renewable energy: reducing 

the pressures on Walesô natural resources can also provide new 

jobs and market opportunities. Managing natural resources 

wisely is a key enabler that drives competitiveness for 

successful businesses. Currently we are ódrawing downô natural 

resources by consuming more than can be replenished, creating 

unmanaged risks in supply chains that threaten the stability of 

businesses. In a circular economy the value of products and 

materials is maintained for as long as possible 

o taking a place-based approach: this is about working with 

communities to shape local priorities and opportunities for 

natural resources, ensuring that local people benefit fully. 

Natural Resources Walesô Area Statements are intended to 

support place-based approaches and working. 
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¶ a key set of principles associated with SMNR :  

o manage adaptively, by planning, monitoring, reviewing and, 

where appropriate, changing action 

o consider the appropriate spatial scale for action 

o promote and engage in collaboration and co-operation 

o make appropriate arrangements for public participation in 

decision-making 

o take account of all relevant evidence and gather evidence in 

respect of uncertainties 

o take account of the benefits and intrinsic value of natural 

resources and ecosystems 

o take account of the short-, medium- and long- term 

consequences of actions 

o take action to prevent significant damage to ecosystems 

o take account of the resilience of ecosystems, in particular the 

diversity between and within ecosystems; the connections 

between and within ecosystems; the scale of ecosystems; the 

condition of ecosystems and the adaptability of ecosystems. 

¶ State of Natural Resources Report (SoNaRR) 10: This was a 

requirement of the Environment Act and the report was published by 

NRW in 2016. It provides a detailed overview of Walesô natural 

resources, including animals, plants and other organisms, air quality, 

water resources, soils, and minerals as well as mountains, 

grasslands, woodlands, urban, freshwater, and marine environments. 

A second report is due to be published in 2020. 

¶ Area Statements : these were intended to set out the required action 

to deliver the NRP at a regional level. The Area Statements were 

                                                           
10 The State of Natural Resources (SoNaRR) report - 2016   

https://naturalresources.wales/evidence-and-data/research-and-reports/the-state-of-natural-resources-report-assessment-of-the-sustainable-management-of-natural-resources/?lang=en
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published by NRW in 202011 and provide an initial overview of 

regional environmental priorities. 

4.12 The Environment Act also introduced an enhanced biodiversity and 

resilience of ecosystems duty (the section 6, or s6 duty) which requires that 

public authorities ómust seek to maintain and enhance biodiversity, so far as 

consistent with the proper exercise of their functions and in so doing 

promote the resilience of ecosystemsô12. To comply with the s6 duty public 

authorities must embed the consideration of biodiversity and ecosystems 

into their early thinking and business planning, including any policies, plans, 

programmes, and projects, as well as their day-to-day activities. Under 

section 6(7) of the Act all public authorities must, before the end of 2019 

and before the end of every third year after 2019, publish a report on what 

they have done to comply with the s6 duty. The implementation of the SMS 

demonstrates the Welsh Governmentôs commitment to meet this duty and 

the need to address biodiversity loss.  

Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 

4.13 The SMS must also meet the requirements of the Wellbeing of Future 

Generations (Wales) (WFG) Act 2015 13 which requires the public sector 

óto improve the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of 

Wales in accordance with the sustainable development principleô, i.e. 

ensuring óthat the needs of the present are met without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs'14.  

4.14 Within the Act there are seven goals and five ways of working that all public 

bodies must strive to adhere to. The seven Wellbeing Goals, which public 

bodies must work on, are: 

¶ a globally responsible Wales 

¶ a prosperous Wales 

¶ a resilient Wales 

                                                           
11 Natural Resources Wales - area statements   
12 Environment (Wales) Act 2016  
13 Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015   
14 Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 - a guide to the essentials (P3; P7)   

https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/area-statements/?lang=en
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2016/3/section/6/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2015/2/contents/enacted
https://futuregenerations.wales/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/150623-guide-to-the-fg-act-en.pdf
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¶ a healthier Wales 

¶ a more equal Wales 

¶ a Wales of cohesive communities 

¶ a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language. 

4.15 The five ways of working are of particular relevance to this evaluation of the 

SMS, since they require public bodies to take into account: 

¶ long term needs 

¶ preventative approaches 

¶ integration between public bodies 

¶ collaboration and the sharing of resources, and the 

¶ involvement of people. 

4.16 The SMS is a scheme developed by the Welsh Government which adopts 

at its heart the principles of SMNR. This, by definition, should map directly 

to outcomes that deliver against the goals of WFG and contributes to the 

management of natural resources, for the benefit of future generations.   

Other developments  

4.17 It is worth highlighting the emerging thinking on Payments for 

Environmental Services (PES), which is being considered by both Welsh 

Government and NRW. Some of the SMS projects will contribute towards 

an understanding of how best to develop PES approaches which form part 

of environmental management. This will be of particular importance in the 

context of the post Brexit funding of agriculture and rural development. 

4.18 The SMS has been required to operate within an increasingly uncertain 

climate in light of recent developments relating to the Covid-19 coronavirus 

outbreak as well as other developments, notably the likely impact of Brexit 

on agriculture, particularly upland farming. The flexibility of SMS projects 

and their ability to manage adaptively is tested during the recovery of 

Wales from the emergency.  
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Concluding thoughts  

4.19 The SMS is clearly an important cornerstone in the development of Welsh 

Governmentôs approach to the sustainable management of natural 

resources. It builds on the Welsh Governmentôs 2015 Nature Fund but is 

now more closely aligned to the objectives of the SMNR, the priorities set 

out in Wales Natural Resources Policy and other legislative requirements.  

4.20 The SMS has been designed specifically to incorporate the new ways of 

working enshrined in the Environment (Wales) Act 2016 and the Wellbeing 

of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. It is directly aimed at addressing 

the limitations of previous agri-environment schemes and consider funding 

and action at a landscape or catchment scale down to farm scale and as 

such the outcomes from the various projects it has funded will be of wide 

interest. The SMS has also been designed to re-invigorate the work of 

existing sectoral and place-based partnerships, providing them with an 

opportunity to expand their work and to strengthen collaborative partnership 

working. 
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5. Theory of Change Logic Model for the SMS  

5.1 This chapter considers the issues that policymakers expected the 

programme to address as well as the outputs and outcomes which it was 

hoped that the SMS would achieve. It explores the resources and inputs 

put in place for the programme and how these were expected to lead to the 

achievement of short and long-term outcomes. This chapter presents our 

theory of change (ToC) logic model for the SMS, drawing upon the 

document review and evidence from stakeholder interviews. The ToC 

approach also examines the assumptions that underpin the programme 

and external factors which may have bearing upon its performance.   

Theory of Change  

5.2 Theory of Change (ToC) is a methodological tool developed at the outset of 

an evaluation to find out what stakeholders believe a programme is for, and 

how they think the programme will achieve its outcomes. The resultant ToC 

logic model can illustrate the outcomes expected from a programme, 

thereby enabling reflection on whether delivery is working as intended.  

5.3 Before setting out the ToC logic model it is important to consider the levers 

for change that are expected to lead to the outcomes expected. The key 

assumptions underpinning the theory of change for the SMS logic model 

are that: 

¶ there would be significant interest from groups of landowners and 

organisations to apply for funding which could support the delivery of 

collaborative environmental projects. A simple and straightforward 

application process would ensure that community groups, landowners 

and individual farmers would be encouraged to apply for funding 

support. The adoption of a competitive application process supported 

by a rigorous assessment process would result in the strongest 

proposals being selected for delivery, thereby maximising the 

potential impact of the scheme 

¶ funding a large number of distinct, relatively small projects which are 

geared to making environmental improvements will eventually lead to 
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improved ecosystems and help to halt biodiversity decline, thereby 

contributing to various Welsh Government policies and objectives. 

Whilst it will be impossible for projects to evidence this impact during 

their funded period, it is assumed that the changes and activities 

implemented by individual projects are effective in making a positive 

contribution to their natural resources and ecosystems  

¶ a less prescriptive, flexible grant funding scheme (i.e. which could be 

described as adopting a bottom up rather than top down approach) 

which allows local partnerships to identify their own priorities and 

solutions is more likely to achieve sustainable outcomes.  

¶ a condition of the SMS funding is that projects are required to 

meaningfully engage with community members and local 

organisations to identify and action additional opportunities which 

could emerge from the environmental intervention. The SMS has 

been designed to encourage funded projects to identify and 

implement social, wellbeing and economic opportunities. Projects are 

required to set and report upon appropriate indicators which reflect 

this work including indicators such as community use of assets, 

community members being trained by the project and community 

members volunteering with the project   

¶ interventions which are funded to embrace and adopt the nine SMNR 

principles will be more successful in contributing towards Welsh 

Government policies and objectives for the environment, natural 

resources, and ecosystems. By adopting funding criteria which 

assess the extent to which applications can demonstrate that they 

adhere to SMNR principles, the SMS has been structured to ensure 

that funded projects adopt sustainable ways of managing natural 

resources  

¶ interventions which adopt a holistic ecosystem approach are more 

effective in mitigating chronic decline in biodiversity than a specific 

species or habitat approach. Applicants are required to demonstrate 
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that they would adopt a holistic approach to their project as part of the 

SMS application process   

¶ funding collaborative, place-based landscape or catchment-based 

interventions generate greater benefits and outcomes than would 

have been the case had partners or landowners been funded 

individually, say at a single farm level. The SMS is based on the 

assumption that funding a joined-up partnership approach will achieve 

a greater range and scale of outcomes than if members were to 

operate in isolation and this was a criterion assessed during the 

application process 

¶ making funding available to partnerships of organisations and 

landowners provides an opportunity for new partnerships to develop 

and for existing ones to expand and strengthen over the delivery 

period. An underlying assumption is that by doing this, partnerships 

are better placed to continue after the funding ends and to secure 

other sources of support in the future. Aligned to this is the 

assumption that partnership working is more likely to be sustained in 

the long-term, thereby ensuring that SMS outcomes are also 

sustained.   

5.4 Figure 5.1 below sets out a logic model for the SMS to illustrate the 

overarching ToC and what it is expected to achieve. It identifies the 

outcomes which were intended to be achieved and the activities which 

would generate them. It also sets out the inputs which were intended to be 

put in place in order to bring about change.    
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Figure 5.1: A Theory of Change Logic Model for the SMS  
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6. Design and development  of the SMS    

6.1 This chapter presents the feedback gathered from Welsh Government 

officials involved in the design and development of the Sustainable 

Management Scheme (SMS), on how the scheme was intended to operate 

and the outcomes which were expected.  

How SMS was intended to operate  

Drivers to creation of the SMS and key issues designed to tackle  

6.2 Policy makers unanimously agreed that there was a need to establish an 

innovative funding mechanism which would encourage a new sustainable 

way of managing natural resources. A fundamental principle of this 

approach was collaboration  between individuals, groups, and 

organisations. A key assumption made in designing the SMS was that a 

collaborative approach between organisations, groups and landowners 

would bring about bigger gains and outcomes than if these partners were to 

function in isolation. A second key assumption made was that activities 

funded in this manner would be more likely to be sustained in the long-

term, post funding. Policy makers recognised that robust evaluation 

evidence would be required to demonstrate that this innovative approach 

did in fact stimulate a sustainable way of working before it could be used to 

inform future funding approaches.  

6.3 A fundamental issue which SMS was designed to tackle was to mitigate a 

chronic decline in biodiversity across Wales, as evidenced via the State of 

Nature Report published in 2013. In this respect, SMS was designed to 

support projects which would adopt a wider and more holistic ecosystem 

approach rather than those which historically supported specific species or 

habitat conservation. Policy makers emphasised the importance of SMS 

supporting larger landscape scale  interventions and the on-going added 

value which could be gained from this approach. 

6.4 Policy makers referenced the following key legislative developments and 

Welsh Government natural resources policy as having been the main 

drivers which informed the design of the SMS: 
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¶ the Environment (Wales) Act 2016: it was expected that the SMS 

would help contribute towards the aims and ambitions of this Act and 

that it would form a key delivery mechanism to achieve the nine 

SMNR principles  

¶ the Welsh Governmentôs Natural Resources Policy: the scheme was 

expected to help contribute towards the achievement of the three 

priorities set out within this document  

¶ the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015: policymakers 

highlighted the five ways of working as being relevant and useful in 

encouraging a new approach, such as that being tested via the SMS. 

6.5 Policy makers also recognised that whilst the SMS had been designed to 

help achieve key Welsh Government policy objectives, it had also been 

tailored to meet the objectives and priorities of the Rural Development 

Programme (RDP) framework in order to fund delivery. Whilst the RDP 

placed a significant focus on supporting natural resources and climate 

change mitigation it also required funded activities to achieve socio-

economic objectives, which the SMS was designed to take on board.  

6.6 Policy makers also recognised that Area Statements were intended to be 

used to inform the delivery of the SMS when they became available in 

2020. Whilst Area Statements were expected to helpfully define local 

priorities, projects had to rely on their own intelligence to define local issues 

prior to their publication.    

Key strategic objectives  

6.7 Policy makers identified two overall objectives for the SMS, which were 

summed up by one contributor as óa landscape collaboration to boost bio-

diversityô. 

6.8 A clear and consistent objective cited by policy makers was that the SMS 

was intended to stimulate and support a more sustainable approach to the 

management of natural resources to tackle the chronic decline in 

biodiversity. The SMS set out to address broader ecosystems, 

environmental and climate change issues by establishing an integrated and 
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holistic approach of managing the environment and landscape, linked to the 

principles of SMNR.  

6.9 The second objective set out by policy makers was that the SMS was 

intended to establish an innovative and different approach of funding 

projects to achieve their objectives. In this respect it was argued that the 

process was equally as important, if not more important, than the 

immediate landscape improvements delivered by projects, as it represented 

a different way of working. Policy makers stressed the importance of 

scheme guidance and funding criteria placing equal emphasis on the óhowô 

(as well as the ówhatô) as it was thought that an approach which adopted 

the SMNR principles stood a better chance of being sustained post-funding. 

Policy makers described the SMS as óseed fundingô to kick-start a different 

way of approaching land management.  

Evidence about approaches which might be effective / assumptions made  

6.10 SMS was intended to build on elements of successful approaches adopted 

within previous agri-environment schemes whilst also drawing upon any 

lessons learnt from these provisions. Despite this, it was commonly 

acknowledged that there was little robust evidence available to 

demonstrate that the proposed collaborative approach would work, and that 

robust evaluation evidence was required to address this.  

6.11 Existing rural grant schemes were considered to have adopted a 

prescriptive approach to funding farmers and landowners to undertake work 

on their land. Unlike SMS, policy makers were concerned that these 

schemes did not always encourage longer-term sustainable approaches. In 

contrast, the SMS was intended to be flexible in that it would provide an 

opportunity for farmers, landowners and other groups and organisations to 

develop and adopt their own project ideas, often building on and utilising 

farm agreements, and working over a landscape or catchment area in order 

to address local needs and circumstances. In this respect SMS was 

intended to empower rural communities and would require a greater degree 

of trust in delivery organisations than existing funding arrangements.  
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6.12 Mixed views were conveyed about the extent to which the SMS had been 

informed by the Glastir scheme. Some argued that Glastir had been an 

important predecessor for the SMS, such as projects working with graziers 

and commoners in a collective manner, via the establishment of formal 

organisations, to deliver landscape solutions. Others suggested that the 

approach to be adopted by the SMS was in óstark contrastô to Glastir, which 

was thought to adopt a more prescriptive funding approach. Whilst Glastir 

may have had similar objectives, policy makers were agreed that it had not 

delivered the environmental benefits expected due to its focus on individual 

farm units and its prescriptive approach to funding. It was frequently noted 

by policy makers that the SMS approach had been informed by the 

assumption that locally designed projects would stand a better chance of 

being sustained in the long term. The SMS also aimed to óplug the holesô and 

looked to join up areas where partnerships had identified a need and where 

environmental outcomes across a larger, targeted area could be achieved. 

Projects led by landowners, farmers and foresters would have óthe heart and 

soul of those who work the landô at their core. 

6.13 Some policy makers noted that the SMS drew upon elements of good 

practice adopted within the pilot predecessor scheme, the Nature Fund, 

although highlighted key differences in terms of scale, timescale, and 

structure with this fund. It was reported that the Nature Fund, which had 

been funded via domestic Welsh Government funds, had not experienced 

the same level of funding constraints as the SMS. Policy makers felt that the 

Nature Fund had demonstrated that greater additionality could be gained 

from adopting a collaborative place-based approach, compared to 

landowners working in isolation.  

6.14 Other policy makers cited that Measure 16 had been designed as a similar 

approach to that adopted across the LEADER scheme, in that it had placed 

an emphasis upon collaborative working across communities. However, 

Measure 16 was also available to non-local authority applicants.  
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What SMS intended to support 

6.15 It was commonly anticipated that a diverse range of projects would be 

submitted by applicants, given the flexibility of the schemeôs guidance in 

terms of the broad range of activities it could fund. It was hoped that these 

projects would offer a good geographical cross-section and sectoral 

spread. It was also hoped that a wide range of óleadô partners would be 

involved including Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), farmer 

groups, voluntary or community groups as well as a mix of these partners. 

Some hoped that funded projects would include a small number of 

ótrailblazersô which would be transformational and exemplars. Policy makers 

engaged substantially with stakeholders and aimed to design a scheme 

which operated a straightforward and simple application process, so that 

landowners and individual farmers would feel able to apply for funding.  

6.16 An initial key concern in designing the scheme was how to ensure that a 

wide range of organisations would submit funding applications, thereby 

avoiding a scheme which would be dominated by óthe usual suspects such 

as the NGOsô who tend to have greater bid writing capacity and expertise, 

and who were considered to have half-developed proposals ready for 

submission. In order to address this concern, policy makers stressed the 

importance of developing scheme guidance which would emphasise the 

importance for applicants to demonstrate meaningful collaboration with and 

commitment from a wider range of organisations and individuals and not 

just light-touch engagement. Scheme guidance also asked projects to 

demonstrate how they would meet local opportunities and challenges in 

order to ensure they linked to local authority local action plans and any 

community-led local developments (CLLD) in the area, for example.  

Outcomes and impacts  

What success was expected to look like? 

6.17 One indicator of initial success for the SMS, raised by a few policy makers, 

was a healthy level of interest and awareness in the scheme across a wide 

range of potential applicants. Policymakers believed that this had already 

materialised, given the high number of EoIs submitted across the five 
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funding windows to date. Success would involve a wide variety of projects 

being submitted by a wide range of different groups, and not only larger 

organisations who might perceive SMS as means of fulfilling their strategic 

objectives. Policy makers suggested that proposals received during the 

initial funding rounds tended to have been dominated by larger 

organisations, rather than community-led initiatives, but that this was 

addressed over time. 

6.18 Another indicator of initial success was thought to be that high-quality 

applications which had the potential to deliver upon the schemeôs 

objectives were being submitted to the scheme. Policymakers suggested 

that the quality of EoIs improved over each funding round, not least 

because applicants re-submitted applications which took on board Welsh 

Government feedback from unsuccessful efforts, but also because broader 

understanding of what the scheme was trying to achieve improved over 

time due to Welsh Governmentôs communication efforts. The outcome 

would be that EoIs which best satisfied the schemeôs criteria would be 

approved to progress to full application stage. 

6.19 There was a common understanding amongst policy makers that projects 

funded via the SMS would deliver landscape and environmental 

improvements and outputs. It was broadly acknowledged that it would be 

relatively straightforward for the scheme to report upon these activities, 

although it might be challenging to aggregate outputs since they would be 

set and defined by individual projects. It was also considered critical that 

funded projects fully embraced SMNR principles in their way of working and 

that the scale of change was taking place at a landscape level. 

Furthermore, policy makers also assumed that bottom-up solutions 

developed by individual projects would be more likely to address local 

needs which, in turn would be more likely to lead to enhanced local 

benefits. 

6.20 In addition, policy makers expected the SMS to achieve those outputs 

which were RDP funded indicators such as programme expenditure and 

number of projects supported. 
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6.21 Policy makers had realistic expectations as to the ecosystem and 

environmental outcomes that the SMS could achieve during its delivery 

period and recognised that many outcomes required a longer lead in time 

and needed to be sustained post funding. For instance, whilst a project 

could demonstrate that bird numbers had increased in an area by the end 

of the project funding period this change would need to be sustained over a 

longer period to demonstrate ongoing success. Despite this, an underlying 

assumption of the SMS is that improvements to natural resources actioned 

by funded projects, provided they are thereafter sustained, will result in 

improved ecosystem and environmental conditions.  

6.22 Policy makers stressed the importance of social, wellbeing and economic 

outcomes for the SMS given the criteria for funded projects to demonstrate 

engagement with communities, users, and local economies. It was 

expected that meaningful consultation and collaboration with a wider range 

of organisations and community groups would help to ensure that project 

activities met local needs and that members of the community would 

become involved with projects in a range of ways. Amongst the anticipated 

successes would be improved community cohesion, improved sense of 

wellbeing, increased use of the countryside by individuals and community 

groups, increased take up of training as well as new skills and qualifications 

being gained. SMS projects were expected to demonstrate the link between 

improving biodiversity and generating wider socio-economic benefits, which 

would come about with a more holistic ecosystem approach. 

6.23 An important outcome for the SMS identified by policy makers related to 

partnership working. It is expected that SMS funding will help to strengthen 

and broaden project partnerships over their delivery period and that 

evidence of this will be available in the way partnerships are governed and 

managed. In the longer-term policy makers expect SMS funded projects to 

continue to collaborate post-funding and to secure other sources of funding 

in the future. Whilst this was acknowledged to be an ambitious objective, it 

is hoped that projects will become self-sustaining in the long term and that 

evidence of ongoing collaborative working will be available over the 

evaluation period.  
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7. Findings from  the fieldwork: Application process  

7.1 This chapter considers the views of surveyed respondents, interviewed 

projects and policy makers about the application process for the SMS ï 

including the initial promotion of the scheme, the Expression of Interest 

(EoI) and full application phase, and the support and feedback offered 

during the process.   

Promotion of the SMS  

7.2 Survey respondents had come to hear about the SMS via several methods 

as shown at Figure 7.1, with the most cited being Welsh Government press 

releases or announcements (seven of the 27 respondents) followed by 

information events or networks (five respondents).  

Figure 7.1: Method of hearing about SMS  

 

7.3 Most (20 respondents) survey respondents thought that it had been either 

very or fairly easy to access information about the SMS. Some of these 

noted that information had been óeasy to find on the gov.wales websiteô. A 

fifth (six respondents) thought that it had been either fairly or very difficult to 

source information and some of these offered suggestions for how 

information about the SMS could have been better promoted and 

communicated, including: 

¶ clearer communication about the guidance changes implemented 

from one funding window to the next 
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¶ clearer communication that each aspect of the bid would be assessed 

independently, and that reference to a previous answer to a question 

was not possible 

¶ the sharing of good practice examples to prospective bidders 

7.4 The findings from the fieldwork were slightly different. Bearing in mind that 

these projects were mainly funded during the first two windows for 

applications, it is perhaps not surprising that they were well-established 

groups with many members of the partnerships formed having previously 

worked together on Welsh Governmentôs Nature Fund projects. As a result, 

seven of those interviewed had heard about the SMS because they were 

part of a Nature Fund project and therefore knew that this funding stream 

was coming. Most of those interviewed also mentioned that they had heard 

about the opportunity via wider links with Welsh Government or existing, 

associated channels or networks. Only one project mentioned the Welsh 

Government website. Two projects mentioned that they had seen 

information about the scheme on an email circular sent out by Welsh 

Government. Another project had followed up on information in an article. 

Generally, interviewed projects felt that SMS funding opportunities had 

been well-advertised.   

7.5 Several contributors felt that the approach by SMS was a positive one, 

particularly in terms of their desire to invite applications from as wide a 

range of applicants as possible and commented that there was a genuine 

wish to see small groups and partnerships applying for funding.  

7.6 Figure 7.2 sets out the number of partners which were involved in each 

SMS application made by survey respondents. Just over half of those 

surveyed (14 respondents) had up to ten partners involved in their SMS 

application whilst the remaining half (13 respondents) had more than 11 

partners. 
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Figure 7.2: Number of partners involved in each SMS application  

 

7.7 Over half of survey respondents (16 respondents) reported that 

collaboration was already in place between at least some of the partners 

prior to them developing their SMS application. Ten respondents noted that 

there was no collaboration in place prior to the developing their SMS 

application15, with three of these being unsuccessful in their EoI 

submission. 

7.8 Survey respondents were asked what steps they took to develop a 

partnership to apply to the SMS. The most common approaches included: 

¶ establishing contact with farmers, landowners, and community groups  

¶ establishing working groups, project boards and steering groups with 

representation from key stakeholders  

¶ holding discussions and open meetings with the public to discuss 

ideas 

¶ approaching a wider range of organisations and groups whom they 

would not otherwise have thought about. 

The SMS application process  

7.9 Survey respondents expressed mixed views about the ease of completing 

both the EoI and the full application, as shown at Figure 7.2. Whilst two-

                                                           
15 One did not respond 
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fifths of respondents found the EoI either óveryô or ófairly easyô, only a third 

of respondents found the full application easy. Nearly half of surveyed 

respondents found the EoI difficult and 59 per cent of respondents found 

the full SMS application difficult to complete.  

Figure 7.3: Ease of completing the EoI and SMS application  
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The Expression of Interest 

7.10 Respondents identified the following strengths of the EoI process: 

¶ that it provided an opportunity for applicants to develop project ideas 

and ótestô these with the Welsh Government, without having to invest 

in drafting a full application: 

óit means that, in general, only well thought out projects go through to 

the next stageô 

¶ the rigour and comprehensive nature of the EoI stage was thought to 

have resulted in better developed project ideas and plans prior to a 

full application stage: 

óthe EoI enables applicants é to discuss issues fully, carefully plan 

actions é. and appreciate the focus of the support and the impacts 

that can be realisedô 

7.11 Respondents highlighted the following challenges associated with the EoI 

process: 

¶ not knowing what level of detail was required, in that initial EoIs were 

not guided by word limits   

¶ the detail required being greater than anticipated, and more akin to a 

full application than a quick process 

¶ overuse of jargon  

¶ lack of clarity in the advice received about what the project could fund 

and the outcomes which projects should achieve  

¶ the amount of time needed to develop and prepare the EoI, which 

was a particular issue for smaller organisations and volunteers 

¶ guidance presentational issues e.g., the guidance could óbe better 

presented, in a more concise but exhaustive document, without 

additional sub-documentsô. 

7.12 However, whilst most projects felt that this level of detail at EoI stage was 

too onerous, it had made the later application phase much easier, as the 
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hard, preparatory work was already done. Whilst this was considered a 

good thing if successful, they did feel that it would be a different matter had 

all that work to prepare an EoI been to no avail.  

7.13 Those projects who had re-submitted EoIs after being rejected during an 

earlier window, noticed how the process (and scoring) had changed slightly 

between windows, and felt that this had not been well-signposted. One 

respondent thought that the process was now improved: ôI believe theyôve 

now shortened it and put a limit on it so itôs better ï they have addressed itô.  

7.14 The five unsuccessful EoI applicants who completed the web survey 

offered comments on the feedback provided by the Welsh Government on 

their application. Three considered the feedback to have been acceptable 

in that it was ósatisfactoryô, ófairly detailedô and ócomprehensive and usefulô, 

despite the outcome being disappointing. The other two would have 

welcomed a more detailed response to their proposal. 

7.15 Of the five unsuccessful EoI applicants who completed the web survey, 

there had been further collaboration between project partners in three 

cases. In two of these cases, funding from other sources had already been 

secured - one via Enabling Natural Resources and Well-being (ENRaW) 

scheme and the other via the Rural Community Development Fund 

(RCDF). The third was awaiting to hear the outcome of their recent funding 

application (to the European Life Project) at the time of completing the 

survey. 

The full application  

7.16 Respondents considered the strengths of the full SMS application process 

as being: 

¶ its thoroughness as this helped to ensure that all partners were aware 

of their commitment  

¶ the level of detail required ensured that projects are ówell plannedô 

and óready to goô 

¶ that much of the work had been completed during the EoI stage 

¶ the clear structure of the application form  
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¶ consistency compared with the EoI form. 

7.17 The main challenges of the full SMS application process which were noted 

by survey respondents included: 

¶ that it was demanding in terms of the time commitment and amount of 

work required to complete the application 

¶ that larger organisations with appropriate bid writing expertise and 

current knowledge of the policy context were better placed than 

smaller organisations to meet the application requirements:   

óit requires a professional organisation and/or an agent to write an 

application likely to be successfuléin most cases only professionals 

working in the field would be familiar withélatest government policyô 

¶ difficulties identifying what the application should focus upon and 

emphasise being required to repeat information submitted within the 

EoI (and across the full application itself), particularly in terms of 

setting out how the project met key policy priorities and outcomes  

¶ that the process took too long and that the decision making moved at 

a óglacialô pace, which had implications on morale and 

implementation. A few respondents observed that delays of 1-2 years 

meant that budgets were out of date by the time the project was 

approved and that partners had lost interest during that time: ófrom the 

time we submitted the original EoI in 2016, it took two years before we 

got approvalô 

7.18 It was argued by interviewed projects that delays in being able to start and 

to receive payments were in contrast with the desire of Welsh Government 

to get smaller groups and partnerships to apply directly for funding. Several 

organisations mentioned how the delays and funding complexities made it 

problematic for them to run an SMS project without a larger project 

sponsor. Smaller organisations concurred with this: ówaiting to hear the 

outcome took a long time and this made it very difficult to keep afloatô. 

Another survey respondent described how useful links established between 
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organisations during the application stage were now at risk: ósadly due to 

the 18-month time lapse we have lost several of those linksô. 

7.19 The iterative process adopted across the SMS had been appropriate in the 

view of many respondents and had enabled the application process to 

evolve and strengthen for each funding window. Some however, felt that 

the application process became less flexible over time with projects funded 

via the later funding windows being awarded less flexibility to make 

amendments to their projects. 

7.20 Several contributors believed that different individuals were scoring 

different sections of the application form resulting in applications becoming 

unwieldly and repetitive to ensure that all the necessary information was 

included in each section.   

7.21 The involvement of NRW in the EoI and application process was also 

raised by respondents. Whilst NRW had played a part in the assessment of 

submitted applications, they did not sit on the assessment panel. A few 

contributors would have wished to see a greater role undertaken by NRW. 

It was felt that NRWôs role was somewhat limited to that of identifying any 

óshowstoppersô within projects rather than shape and improve projects or 

comment on how they aligned with other activities or projects that NRW 

were aware of or working with.  

7.22 There was also a view that whilst NRW provided comments which 

potentially shaped decision making in relation to the success or otherwise 

of an application, some more formal feedback as projects progressed or an 

opportunity to NRW to become more involved in the development of 

projects to full application stage would have been welcomed. Some 

respondents felt there were some missed opportunities for NRW to link 

more closely with projects where they were not already active partners and 

that the level of NRW involvement in projects varies widely. Others felt that 

there more could be done to ensure that projects also responded to NRW 

priorities and existing activities. 
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Funded projects fit with SMS aims and objectives  

7.23 Survey respondents were asked about the extent to which their initial ideas 

for a project met three key SMS objectives. The findings are set out at 

Figure 7.4 and suggest that project ideas were more likely to bring about 

benefits to rural communities than they were to bring about benefits to farm 

and rural businesses.  

Figure 7. 4: Extent to which initial project ideas met SMS objectives  

 

7.24 Interviewed project representatives gave a number of reasons as to why 

they thought they had been successful in their applications including: 

¶ clearly demonstrating a collaborative approach 

¶ close alignment or a good fit with SMS principles and the current 

biodiversity policy 

¶ strong reputation and track record of the lead organisation (or in some 

cases, the lead individual) in delivering similar projects previously, 

most notably under the Nature Fund 

¶ responding clearly to the needs of the local community, backed up by 

strong and detailed evidence of need  

¶ óbeing ambitious, challenging, innovative and riskyô.  
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7.25 Funded projects generally felt their projects aligned well with the objectives 

of the SMS and the framework of the SMNR principles and felt that it has 

been relatively easy to demonstrate this. Projects generally prioritised the 

principles of connectivity and scale and felt that certain practices had to be 

adopted at catchment-based, landscape-scale to generate the intended 

impacts. Projects also pointed to their own specific objectives that fitted well 

across the principles of SMNR such as increasing rural employment, 

making the landscape more resilient to climate change, and increasing 

carbon storage.  

7.26 Projects felt that working long-term and encouraging co-operation and 

participation of farmers and communities was a sensible way of looking at 

the ecological and economic value of natural resources that is enhanced as 

a result. Projects felt that the sustainability and resilience of ecology, 

community and economy were built into their approaches as well as co-

production with the landowners.   

The SMS facilitator support service 

7.27 The SMS facilitator support service was put into place for farmer or 

landowner led community groups during funding windows four and five. 

Facilitators felt that their role was to ówork with those who would not 

normally apply ï foresters, landowners, farmers or those who were 

unfamiliar with working together ï and try to get them to consider 

developing an idea that looked more at the wider landscape and on the 

communityô.  

7.28 The management of the facilitation service by Menter a Busnes was seen 

as crucial to its success and the regular and open dialogue between 

facilitators and Welsh Government had ensured that supported projects 

were in keeping with SMS programme objectives and met its requirements.  

7.29 The role of the facilitator was described by those who had undertaken the 

role as:  

¶ describing the óins and outsô of the SMS and its underlying purpose, 

including explaining the principles of SMNR: 
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ówe are dealing here with very practical people ï they work on the 

land and with farm animals, so they are not well-rehearsed in policy 

and terminology. That is where our expertise comes into playô. 

¶ encouraging and explaining the collaborative nature of the scheme 

and the associated requirements 

¶ explaining terminology  

¶ actively supporting the development of groups ï for example: 

arranging meetings, chairing discussions, taking notes, progressing 

follow-up actions 

¶ keeping up the motivation and flow of communication between group 

members, particularly given the slow pace of approving bids 

¶ ensuring that ideas involved money getting spent locally by projects 

and suggesting how to expand initial project ideas  

¶ developing stronger bids, particularly in terms of ensuring that 

applications adequately demonstrated meaningful collaboration with 

their community. 

7.30 Facilitators found that their local knowledge helped to recruit members to 

their groups. Gaining trust and building relationships with members was 

then crucial in taking the groups forward. Facilitators felt that they played an 

important role in ensuring greater parity of access to SMS funds and that 

their strength was in their ability to mediate with farmers in a language that 

they understand ï that farmers and landowners were able to relate to them, 

and that facilitators could act as óan independent and honest brokeréwe 

have no agenda and people are prepared to open up to usô. 

7.31 Facilitators noted some of the barriers and challenges they faced whilst 

working with groups including the need to manage expectations and ensure 

that the concept of landscape scale was fully understood. One of the 

biggest challenges faced was around that of funding rules ï and ensuring 

that groups understood that they would not directly benefit financially from 

their involvement with SMS and that certain activities could not be funded. 

Many of the groups in receipt of facilitation support were not used to 
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preparing such applications and thus the language used in documentation 

and the limited understanding and knowledge at grass-roots level around 

the policies underpinning the SMS also had to be overcome. 

7.32 In all, ten survey respondents had been in contact with the SMS facilitator 

support service. Of these, four thought that they would have either definitely 

(two) or possibly (two) submitted an EoI whilst three did not think that they 

would have done so, had they not accessed this support. The remaining 

three were either unsure or did not respond to the question. Two of the ten 

who had been unsuccessful with their EoI had received facilitation support. 

7.33 The feedback provided on the facilitator support service was very positive. 

Of the nine who responded: 

¶ all nine rated the communication and facilitation skills of the facilitator 

as excellent 

¶ seven rated their organisational skills and level of information as 

excellent 

¶ six rated their knowledge of the subject as excellent. 

7.34 Survey respondents highlighted the value of support provided by the 

facilitators during their application stage. In two of these cases, 

respondents argued that their experience of applying to the SMS a second 

time with the support of a facilitator had been much easier than their first 

experience without such support: 

ówe had the help of a facilitator with one application and this was a great 

helpô. 

7.35 Contributors to the fieldwork also mentioned how the facilitators had played 

an important role in bringing groups together to discuss ideas, provide 

recommendations about how to go about it and to support them with the 

process of preparing the written documents.  

7.36 Due to the highly competitive nature of the SMS by funding windows four 

and five, the success rate for SMS facilitated groups was low even though 

high-quality applications had been submitted. Expectations had proved 

difficult to manage and the experience had been ódemoralisingô for smaller 



  

52 

groups of farmers and landowners after the huge amount of work that had 

been undertaken to prepare EoIs.  

7.37 However, most of the successful applications had indeed been supported 

by facilitators and this was attributed to the key role of the facilitator in 

helping real partnerships navigate the application system. It was felt that 

the facilitators had ólevelled the playing fieldsô or had offered a 

ódemocratisation of the application processô for these types of projects to 

compete fairly with larger organisations and potentially gain access to the 

funding. Facilitators were also deemed to have played a key role in 

developing better communication and improving relationships across 

partnerships. The facilitators themselves were unanimously of the view that 

their groups would not have been able to submit applications without the 

facilitated support provided. 

7.38 The strengths of the SMS facilitator support service was identified by 

survey respondents as being: 

¶ their ability to turn ideas into a written application 

¶ their ability to keep partners on board 

¶ having a dedicated resource to prepare the application  

¶ having an additional resource to help with the research 

¶ the quality of their advice and their sound knowledge of the SMS 

process and latest policy considerations  

¶ the importance that they were independent and at óarmôs length from 

the governmentô.  

7.39 The only suggestion from the survey feedback for improving the facilitator 

support service was to extend the role to support project post approval i.e. 

ómentoring right the way through to project startô. The facilitators 

themselves also felt that the SMS may benefit from giving facilitators time 

to undertake a hand-over to funded projects ï until a project had recruited 

and appointed its own project manager for example. Such individuals might 

benefit from a facilitator-led induction and handover process. There were 

examples of facilitators having done so for a few SMS projects on a pro 

bono basis. Similarly, it was suggested that unsuccessful applicants could 
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also maintain the support of a facilitator post-application to allow some time 

to find other funding opportunities and manage the next steps to 

consolidate partnerships and develop project ideas so that they are not 

completely abandoned.  

7.40 Facilitators felt that their groups gained many opportunities from being part 

of an SMS application. Contacts and networks were widened which helped 

ensure additional support to group members during a period of uncertainty 

in the farming sector. The facilitation support service had been crucial in: 

óbringing communities together to form a cohesive plan to solve the areaôs 

key challenges through better use of natural resources. These projects can 

deliver great returns on investment for the public if there is an effective 

facilitator and a shared visionô.16 

7.41 The process also allowed group members, and land managers particularly, 

to take a step back and review local issues on a landscape scale and 

consider the sustainability of their systems and the impact of their actions 

on a wider catchment area. The process also provided group members with 

a solid introduction to Welsh Governmentôs aim to move to a more holistic 

approach to the management of natural resources.  

Welsh Government SMS team support 

7.42 As shown at Figure 7.5, around two-thirds of survey respondents 

considered Welsh Government SMS team support to have been helpful 

during the application process. A similar proportion also considered that the 

advice received had made a difference to their application.  

  

                                                           
16 Menter a Busnes (2020), SMS Final Report, Page 11 
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Figure  7.5: Survey respondentsô views on (a) helpfulness of Welsh 

Government support and (b) the difference it made to their application   

   

7.43 The main ways in which respondents thought that the advice provided by 

the Welsh Government SMS team had made a difference to their 

application included: 

¶ encouraged them to be more innovative 

¶ encouraged the applicant to engage properly with partners and 

stakeholders 
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¶ ensured that the applicant had a better understanding of what Welsh 

Government wanted to see delivered by projects  

¶ improved their proposed approach to monitoring  

¶ removed elements which would not be funded because of EU 

regulations  

¶ gained an insight into key criteria and policy to better demonstrate 

outcomes which could be achieved  

¶ advised them to re-draft particular sections, using more appropriate 

terminology, to better demonstrate strategic fit.  

7.44 One survey respondent added that the support from Welsh Government 

officers had given them ócomplete confidence in very unknown territory. 

They were BRILLIANTô. 

Ways of improving the SMS application process 

A few suggestions were offered by respondents for ways to improve the 

SMS application process. In addition to the need for simplification and a 

faster application process, there was also a call for: 

¶ a faster application process, from the EoI stage to full application, and 

from full application to final approval  

¶ greater examples of good practice projects made available to 

applicants (although it was recognised that this was now in place 

given that information about successful projects has been made 

available) 

¶ a dedicated, single point of contact within the Welsh Government to 

deal with application queries, and to improve the flow of 

communication 

¶ a more transparent process post application, particularly in terms of 

requesting further information with a clearer plan setting out ówhat 

happens next - how they are assessed, further evidence that might be 

needed, how we could prepare in advanceô  

¶ an SMS facilitation support service from the outset.   
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7.45 Some suggested that the scheme could have benefited from greater 

flexibility with a greater emphasis on Welsh Government staff site visits to 

assess project ideas rather than a paper-based application exercise.  

7.46 The main issue raised by interviewed projects that required improvement 

was also in relation to the lengthy delays experienced, particularly from 

finding out that an application was successful, to receiving the first 

payment. Several projects had been told to proceed óat riskô, and whilst 

some had done this, they generally felt that it had been to their detriment 

and that it had, at times, made life very difficult:  

¶ ófrom the time we submitted the original EoI in 2016, it took two 

years before we got approvalô 

¶ ówindows and dates were known, but these dates were never 

adhered toô 

7.47 One respondent felt that whilst the Welsh Government has to ensure that 

projects align with the Environment Act and the Well-being of Future 

Generations Act, that requiring projects to demonstrate how they contribute 

to all the various requirements around health, social inclusion and 

equalities ran the risk of making it a ótick boxô exercise rather than ensuring 

a meaningful programme as a whole. 

7.48 One suggestion for a more suitable approach in future that would better 

align to regional priorities was to allocate funding regionally, with an 

application process assessed by a regional panel which could include a 

Welsh Government official, an NRW representative, a member of the local 

area of outstanding beauty (AONB) or national park (where relevant) and 

some panel experts (around health and well-being, economic benefits, 

ecology etc).  
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8. Findings from  the fieldwork: Implementation  

8.1 This chapter provides feedback in relation to the management of the SMS 

and the associated financial and monitoring requirements. It also considers 

the evidence around the partnership approaches of the SMS projects and 

the benefits and challenges of working in collaboration. It includes evidence 

gathered from the survey and from fieldwork with projects interjected with 

specific case study examples.  

Overall SMS experience  

8.2 Survey respondents were asked to rate their experience of the SMS 

scheme from 1 to 5 (with one being very poor and 5 being excellent). 

Figure 8.1 points to a mixed picture in that some two-fifths (11 respondents) 

rated their experience as either excellent or very good whilst just under a 

third (eight respondents) rated their experience as poor or very poor.  

Figure 8. 1: Overall experience of the SMS scheme  

 

Management of  the SMS  

8.3 Generally, projects interviewed as part of the fieldwork for this evaluation 

were complementary of the SMS team at Welsh Government. The team 

was described as ósupportiveô, ólikeableô, óhelpfulô and óencouragingô. 

Projects mentioned that it was apparent that the SMS team really cared for 
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the sector, were always on hand to respond to queries and were fighting 

hard for the experimental approach of the SMS.  

8.4 There was some suggestion by policymakers that in designing the SMS, 

the core implementation team could have benefited from greater resources, 

and that the workload involved in managing the scheme had been 

underestimated by the Welsh Government. 

8.5 Nearly all projects raised concerns about the financial claims reporting and 

management aspect of the SMS. The comments and issues raised during 

interviews about this aspect of the SMS are vast and detailed. Projects held 

very strong views that the current situation was not acceptable:  

8.6 Indeed, concerns were raised that the payment system was unsuitable for a 

large and complex scheme such as the SMS and that the level of detail 

required was inappropriate for complex, multi-agency activities such as 

those funded via the SMS. Concerns were also raised by some of the 

larger NGOs and organisations interviewed that whilst they had managed 

to cope with some of the cash flow issues, that some smaller NGOs and 

farm partnership led projects had really suffered and were taking a 

significant financial risk and that it was a óbig askô for them to operate under 

such requirements and delays. itôs a highly frustrating financial claims 

system which accompanies the SMS, and it has caused incredible 

problems for usô. 

8.7 Some of the specific issues raised in relation to the scheme management 

unit Rural Payments Wales included:  

¶ a lack of communication:  

óquestions submitted to the team would go unansweredô  

¶ no single point of contact: 

ówe dealt with a different person for each claimô 

¶ a lack of clarity in terms of the requirements 

¶ a lack of flexibility in WEFOôs financial management system WEFO, 

including an inability to show when projects exceed targets:  
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¶ a lack of a timely response to queries: 

ówe revised one financial forecast and it took nine months to get an    

answer. It is then difficult to manage cashflowô 

8.8 Projects also gave some very serious examples of the impact of payment 

delays and uncertainty on their organisationôs governance and on project 

delivery, particularly as óby their very nature SMS projects were always 

going to be seasonal in their nature and delays have had a huge impactô 

e.g.: 

¶ two projects mentioned that the payment for their first year was now 

12 months overdue 

¶ an expected start date in January for one project ended up being 

October by the time they were ógiven the official green light ï the 

upshot was we lost a whole season to deliverô  

¶ another project was told it could start but it was another nine months 

before they could make a claim. This caused huge cash flow issues to 

the degree that someone had to put their own savings into the 

organisation to get over the hurdle. 

Monitoring requirements 

8.9 Over half of survey respondents (12 of 22 respondents) were finding the 

Welsh Government SMS reporting requirements for their project to be 

either very or fairly straightforward, as shown at Figure 8.2, whilst over a 

third (eight of 22 respondents) were finding them very challenging.  
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Figure 8.2: Views on Welsh Government SMS project reporting 

requirements  

 

8.10 Interviewed projects generally concurred that whilst the Welsh Government 

claims process required a lot of information to be pulled together, most 

projects had found the monitoring requirements to have been clearly 

communicated. In particular, the guidance provided was deemed to be 

clear and included all the necessary information needed to support 

monitoring submissions.  

8.11 The main changes which respondents would like to see made to the SMS 

reporting requirements included: 

¶ having a single, dedicated point of contact to deal with their claims 

process and queries 

¶ receiving visits from a Welsh Government officer to observe progress 

and advise on reporting issues 

¶ introducing a single reporting platform for the scheme to cover 

progress monitoring and financial reporting 

¶ having monitoring and evaluation guidance in place from the start for 

projects 

¶ having a digital programme portal where projects could upload 

photographic evidence and digitally recorded content. 
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8.12 Several of the earlier funded projects remarked that there was a lack of 

clarity initially in terms of the monitoring information that might be required 

of them, and that Welsh Government had been a little late in 

communicating their monitoring and evaluation requirements of projects, 

possibly óworking it out as they go alongô somewhat, but that this had been 

addressed and was now much improved. However, a few projects stated 

that they would welcome some further clarity and workshops on this.  

8.13 A couple of projects mentioned their frustration that whilst the WEFO 

system allowed for the reporting of quantitative targets and outputs, the 

information required to explain any under-achievement of targets appeared 

to be overly onerous. Similarly, projects would welcome the ability, over 

and above the claim form, to report on those targets that they were able to 

exceed.  

8.14 Several projects mentioned that they had recently or were currently in the 

process of appointing external evaluators or had built in evaluation support 

into their initial bids to support them in developing evaluation plans and 

capturing their evidence of wider outputs and outcomes, and thus felt that 

they would be able to respond to the requirements set by Welsh 

Government.  

Collaborative p artnership arrangements  

8.15 Most of the interviewed projects had a governance and management 

approach that involved either a steering group or Board which met regularly 

ï on at least a quarterly basis. Projects commented on the wide range of 

organisations and representatives on their respective steering groups and 

generally felt that partnership arrangements were working effectively with 

such meetings described as useful for problem solving and acting as a 

ócritical friendô.  

8.16 A few projects mentioned that they had Memoranda of Understanding in 

place, and three of the interviewed projects had utilised structures already 

in place for previous projects. Others did not have such formalised 

procedures or structures in place.  
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8.17 Three of the partnerships were very well-established with relationships built 

up over time. This was deemed to have been particularly useful in dealing 

with some of the issues regarding funding:  

¶ óthis partnership has a long, successful track record in devising and 

delivering projects and this is underpinned by a strong foundation of 

trust and open communication. It takes time and effort to establish 

such working practices and for a partnership to become effectiveô. 

Case study : partnership and collaboration  

The Fferm Ifan partnership is a farmer-led collaboration. Eleven farmers 

are part of the community interest company, all of whom are National 

Trust tenants. It is a well-established partnership that has worked on 

various projects in the past. They have employed a dedicated project 

manager and work closely with the National Trust, Snowdonia NPA, 

NRW, UK Centre for Ecology and Hydrology, Bangor University and the 

RSPB. 

The partnership meets regularly (every two months or so) and require a 

quorum of five. There is a core group that is more involved in the day-to-

day arrangements including the Chair, Secretary and Treasurer. 

Snowdonia NPA monitor the capital works. The lack of wider governance 

arrangements has enabled the partnership to be more flexible and fleeter 

of foot: óitôs easy, thereôs no bureaucracy at our side, we have some 

simple systems in place that workô.  

Fferm Ifan is the first project of its kind where all the key stakeholders are 

farmers, and it is no mean feat that the project has achieved what it has ï 

particularly in the context of recent weather and Covid 19 challenges.  

Being a small group of farmers, ownership of the scheme and the plans 

within it is high and there is a genuine desire to get things done. A 

dedicated and capable project manager has also been crucial in enabling 

progress and continuing the pilot schemes. The Fferm Ifan group is 

fortunate that a few key members of the group have a background in 

policy and project management of public funds.  
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8.18 Most of the funded projects interviewed were managed by a public sector 

host organisation, and this was deemed to provide several benefits. A 

couple of projects mentioned that having such an organisation with the 

ability to manage cashflow issues was critical. Two other projects praised 

how dedicated project officers, often in early career job roles, had been 

recruited or developed within their SMS projects, and that these individuals 

had been able to access HR and development opportunities within such a 

set-up that will be beneficial to the sector more widely in the future:  

óthe project has provided a brilliant opportunity for a local young lad in his 

first job. The nature of the role has given him a valuable experience of 

working with challenging stakeholders and with contractors. Itôs given him a 

real breadth of experienceô 

8.19 An executive committee or access to wider senior, executive support was 

also seen as a benefit of being hosted by a public authority, particularly 

when there were technical issues to be resolved in relation to funding.  

8.20 A couple of the funded projects were collaborative approaches led by a 

cooperative or small third sector organisations. Projects such as these with 

a long-established relationship had managed to deliver the SMS projectôs 

requirements but had found it hard. In both cases they had relied heavily on 

support from larger organisations that were members of their partnership 

and were very grateful for that guidance and support.  

Extent of c ollaboration within  SMS projects  

8.21 The main additional value which survey respondents considered were 

achieved by adopting a collaborative approach between projects partners 

were: 

¶ ensuring that activities were driven by local people, ideas and needs: 

óthey know the land best, and this has given them a platform on which 

to have their voices heard and make decisions about the landscapeô 

¶ being able to access a wider range of knowledge, expertise, 

experiences, and capacity from across a wider network of members 
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¶ gaining greater commitment and buy-in from those involved and 

affected by the project: ówe feel all in it together by working 

collaborativelyô 

¶ gaining input from sectors and organisations who would not have 

otherwise been involved: ócollaboration between the arts, health and 

well-being, environment and farmingô as well as ófarmers, supply 

chain, regulators, policy developers, local authorities, farming unions 

and wildlife organisations partnershipsô 

¶ improved relationships and cohesion between landowners and local 

communities: ófarmers feel part of a wider group 

communityéhopefully farmers will be better understoodépeople 

have blamed farmers unjustly for far too long. Collaboration is the only 

way to build relationshipsô  

¶ ensuring that activities would be delivered at a ólandscape scaleô 

given the involvement of landowners, businesses, and organisations 

and that these were more likely to be sustained than individual 

actions  

¶ making sure that SMS funded projects did not duplicate existing 

provision: one survey respondent noted that their engagement with 

other organisations had been helpful to ensure that óthere is no 

duplication ï we can complement rather than repeat what is 

happening locallyô.  

Case study: partnership and collaboration  

The Black Mountains Land Use Partnership (BMLUP) was established in 

2015 and delivered a project under the Nature Fund. The BMLUP is a 

cross border initiative which brings together a large partnership including: 

the Black Mountains Graziers Association, major landowners such as the 

Glan Usk estate, regulatory bodies including Welsh Water, NRW, Natural 

England and the Brecon Beacons National Park Authority (BBNPA), as 

well as community groups and representatives.  
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Establishing the BMLUP has been a significant step forward in raising 

awareness of the environmental and recreational issues in the area, as 

well as stimulating discussions of possible solutions leading to more 

sustainable land uses.   

The delivery of the SMS project has helped strengthen the BMLUP, 

through fostering increased trust and collaboration between the different 

stakeholders. A key part of this is maintaining communication between 

the different organisations and individuals involved. The role of the 

independent Chair of the Partnership is also acknowledged as a key 

factor in fostering transparency and trust amongst stakeholders.  

As one partnership member put it: óthe partnership has pulled together 

really well under the chairmanship of [the Chair] éI am particularly 

impressed with the way the Partnership has allowed an equal voice to all 

landowners and graziers. Equally some of the larger landownerséhave 

been very supportive and put forwardécreative solutions.ô  

One of the key lessons from the collaboration is the time it takes to 

develop trust between partners ï particularly between graziers and 

statutory organisations. This requires a sensitive and transparent 

approach and the BMLUP is an excellent example of how this can be 

achieved.  

The experience of the BMLUP is that it takes time to establish an 

effective partnership, particularly one covering such a large area and with 

a diverse set of interests. The Partnership was in existence before they 

secured SMS funding, and this has helped. Nevertheless, it has been a 

challenge to balance the pressures of delivering the project, whilst 

maintaining good relationships between stakeholders and at the same 

time planning for the future.  

8.22 Project representatives interviewed during the fieldwork generally described 

partnerships and collaborative approaches that demonstrated a real sense 

of joint working, mutual support, and commitment sustainable development. 

Well-established partnerships or those who had experienced a long lead-in 
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time (due to originally developing ideas as part of another bid) felt that their 

collaborative approach was better as a result as it had enabled close 

relationships to develop between partners and had allowed for sufficient 

preparation and planning ï particularly when there was a great deal of 

large-scale plant work to be undertaken. 

8.23 Several benefits of working collaboratively were cited by projects. The 

ability to work on a landscape scale was particularly welcomed by 

landowners and farmers:  

¶ óthe collaboration of the 20 landowners has been excellent and each 

has been able to contribute to their own local farm plans as part of the 

projectô 

¶ óthis is where there is strength in being a group of farmers ï being 

able to work on a landscape scaleô 

¶ óthere is a lot of interest from farmers. They find the idea very 

appealing. The economic aspect is important but is not the óbe all and 

end allô for them. They welcome the opportunity to take positive 

action, to have the value of woodland acknowledged and to be 

recognised for doing something positive towards climate change and 

mitigationô 

8.24 Bringing a wide range of organisations and stakeholders together also 

meant that projects were able to access local knowledge and expertise on 

species and environmental strategies that they would not necessarily be 

able to access: ówithout the involvement of others, we would not get a 

shared responsibility nor the ability to plan for sustainability. We alone 

cannot protect the environmentô. 

8.25 Most of the projects interviewed had NRW involvement in their projects 

ranging from a full or main partner role with a legal contract to a more policy 

advisory role. Several contributors felt that the involvement of NRW had 

proved useful for members of the wider partnership and NRW alike and 

their engagement had helped shaped the projectôs desired outcomes. In 

one project, NRWôs involvement had caused problems which had disrupted 

the projectôs ability to deliver.   
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8.26 Most projects felt that members of their partnership were involved and 

committed to the work:  

¶ óthe partnership is very much a round table ï we meet and discuss 

what needs to be done, by whom and when. The Partnership also 

allows smaller organisations to have an equal voice and this also 

helps to embed trust and a cooperative approachô 

Case study: partnership and collaboration  

One of the unique elements of the Dunes 2 Dunes partnership is the 

enthusiastic involvement of the two golf courses nestled in the dune 

system to the west of Porthcawl: the Pyle and Kenfig Golf Club and the 

Royal Porthcawl Golf Club. Both clubs were keen to work with the 

project. They were motivated to achieve GEO Certification, a prestigious 

environmental award for Golf Courses17. The golf clubs have undertaken 

a considerable amount of work including:  

¶ creating new sand features to help reinstate the links nature of 

their course. This has created new habitats and reprofiled the 

landscape to a far greater degree than would normally be 

expected 

¶ removing brush and scrub to improve biodiversity 

¶ reprofiling bunkers to a more natural appearance 

¶ improving boundary features to assist connectivity 

The improvement works to both clubs have been well received by their 

members and has also allowed both clubs to be some of the first in 

Wales to achieve the GEO Certification. 

Involvement in the Dunes 2 Dunes project allowed the two golf clubs to 

think differently about their course management and provided them with 

access to free specialist advice they wouldnôt normally have. The 

connections made with NRW also gave them the confidence the work 

they were undertaking was appropriate.   

                                                           
17 GEO Certification is an Environmental Management System for Golf Courses that once 
implemented led to environmental improvements, contributing to the overall success of the project. 
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8.27 Projects mentioned some of the challenges they had faced in working 

collaboratively with partners. Several projects highlighted that landscape 

scale activity is dependent on all landowners within the catchment area 

being involved and committed to the development. A few projects felt that 

the inability to include one or two landowners either diminished the impact 

of their activity or prevented further opportunities to make improvements. 

For example, in one project 17 farmers were willing to sign up and two did 

not, including a farmer who kept free-range animals on a hill farm, which 

resulted in considerable effluent run-off into water courses.  

8.28 Other challenges more specific to the projects concerned were also 

highlighted:  

¶ one project mentioned that having a farmerôs union on board from the 

outset would have helped establish relationships with local farmers 

earlier 

¶ another project would have benefited from a legal contract with NRW 

¶ another project felt that there was some disconnect within the 

organisations represented on their partnership with individuals not 

necessarily joining the dots within their own organisations, resulting in 

a lack of continuity, or having to cover the same ground when 

different members of staff attended meetings 

¶ one project considered that they could have become more democratic 

in their decision making from the outset although they now had a 

transparent decision-process in place  

¶ a few projects felt that some partners were more involved than others 

and highlighted the importance of continuing community engagement 

throughout.  

8.29 Despite the complexities involved with delivering landscape scale projects, 

and the administrative issues already raised in this report, the projects 

interviewed generally felt that their delivery models were effective and 

efficient and that there was confidence in the capabilities of project leads to 

deliver as intended.  
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8.30 Several projects spoke of the impact of delays on project delivery ï with 

some projects losing a full year or season of delivery. The Covid-19 

pandemic and the flooding suffered in parts of Wales had compounded 

these issues in some cases. There was a feeling that requests for 

extensions for funding were slow to be processed and could sometimes 

lack an understanding of the knock-on impact in environmental based 

projects (i.e., that a project plan cannot simply be moved forward by three-

months). Training and community or educational engagement were specific 

aspects that several projects could no longer deliver because of delays.   

Extent of c ollaboration with other  SMS projects  

8.31 In all, 13 of the 22 survey projects reported that they had, whilst nine had 

not, been involved with other SMS funded projects. The main benefits of 

collaborating with other SMS funded projects were: 

¶ developing useful contacts for the future (11 respondents) 

¶ an opportunity to gain insight into other projects (11 respondents) 

¶ access to valuable advice from other projects (nine respondents) 

¶ better understanding about what the SMS funds (eight respondents) 

¶ gaining insight into other land management approaches (seven 

respondents).  

8.32 The main difference which collaborating with other SMS projects had made 

to their own project were identified as: 

¶ learning about good practice (e.g., around evaluation methodologies), 

innovative delivery approaches and pitfalls which were thought to 

have led to time and resource savings for projects  

¶ gaining access to professional development opportunity for project 

managers 

¶ an opportunity to complement each other, explore synergies and 

avoid duplicating efforts  

¶ gaining access to moral support and an opportunity to discuss 

common challenges, particularly around the SMS claims process: óit 
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has been helpful talking to other SMS projects in the same position 

[and] share the miseries of trying to work on SMS projects with little 

support from Welsh Governmentô. 

8.33 Evidence from interviewed projects suggests that collaboration with other 

SMS projects has happened on an informal basis, particularly between the 

several peatland restoration projects funded during funding windows one 

and two. These projects shared ideas and collaborated closely, even 

sending individuals to help control a fire at one destination. These projects 

have also looked at sharing techniques in relation to peat bog restoration.  

8.34 Several interviewed projects pointed to the SMS North Wales Practitioner 

group in particular, as one that had brought SMS projects in the region 

together. This group has met regularly over the last two years and provided 

opportunities to discuss common problems and concerns, and to share 

good practice.  

8.35 Some projects recalled a pan-Wales network of SMS projects meeting 

usually in Cardiff or Swansea, in the early stages. These meetings had 

been useful, and several contributors suggested that more opportunities to 

network, to visit projects and to enable peer-to-peer support would have 

been useful. A few contributors mentioned the establishment of a Yammer 

group for the SMS projects which although had potential, had been limited 

in its value as it was not used by enough people.  

8.36 Several projects had not collaborated with any other SMS projects. Some 

felt that there had not been enough encouragement to do this, whilst others 

had not pursued this due to time pressures or because they did not feel that 

there were similar projects funded via the SMS that were doing the same 

work at the same scale.  

8.37 Some examples were provided of SMS projects working with a wider 

network of projects not funded directly via the SMS. For example, some 

SMS projects with a PES element had worked closely together via a PES 

stakeholder group to share learning. They were currently in discussions to 

develop a collaborative governance system for PES in Wales. Two projects 
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mentioned that they were also sharing expertise on PES approaches with 

projects in the Republic of Ireland and that this was proving beneficial.  

8.38 A couple of SMS projects were engaging with Glastir projects funded under 

the RDP or were operating several RDP projects themselves alongside the 

SMS project and were therefore able to bring together collective experience 

and good practice. A few projects pointed to collaborative working 

underway with other local projects in their area or catchment (e.g. local 

LEADER projects) or with a local FE college.  

Sustainability of collaborativ e arrangements  

8.39 All but one of the survey respondents anticipated that collaboration 

between project partners would be sustained after the funding period. The 

remaining one did not know. They anticipated that collaboration between 

project partners would be sustained via: 

¶ existing partnership working arrangements given partnersô eagerness 

to continue to be involved  

¶ continuation of project activity beyond the end of the funded period, 

including via volunteer input 

¶ formalised partnership agreements, including the establishment of 

legal entities for project partners  

¶ other funding applications and project opportunities, including in one 

case the potential to roll-out the SMS project on a wider landscape 

area  

¶ a change in mindset and attitudes: óonce you have been part of an 

SMS you really do feel a little ashamed of how you have operated 

before. It's not all about you, it's about everyone and life can be great 

fun by doing stuff togetherô 

¶ expanding the number and coverage of partners involved in future 

activities. 

8.40 Funded projects interviewed during the fieldwork were asked how 

sustainable they thought their collaborative arrangements were for the 
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future (post SMS funding). Over half of the projects interviewed conveyed a 

strong desire to continue with their partnership but often did not have 

specific plans in place yet:  

¶ óultimately, we want to see the partnership having its own structures - 

and this is beginning to take shapeô 

¶ ówe have not formed any official association [or] applied for any further 

funding but thereôs a sense of community between usô 

¶ ówe will continue after SMS. The members are adamant. We are in 

discussions with an eye to the futureô 

8.41 A further five projects strongly believed that they are sustainable beyond 

SMS and that this would be achieved due to the skills and expertise 

developed within projects and because financial sustainability had been 

built into the process. For example, a project working with local businesses 

was securing future contracts for the cost of environmental work or ongoing 

management of works. Another woodland-based project was looking to 

secure income generation via a portfolio of schemes including via contracts 

for furniture, investment in machinery that would enable work to continue, 

and the levering of additional investment into the area for discrete and 

specific activities (rather than running another large-scale project). A 

peatland management project described opportunities for hill-farming 

training based on a pilot in Scotland which could sustain the project via 

farmer-led activities.  

8.42 Several projects mentioned their desire to apply for Glastir funding in future 

whilst at least four were looking to achieve payment for ecological services 

(PES) contracts to bolster the rural economy and environment by the end of 

the project. Some partnerships described how they were also currently 

researching new funding opportunities as it would be difficult to continue 

without on-going funding. Other projects interviewed were less certain of 

their sustainability in the longer-term:  

¶ óthe future of the project is currently uncertainô.   

¶ óthere are questions on the long-term future of the partnershipô.  
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9. Findings from the fieldwork: Achievements and o utcomes  

9.1 This chapter considers SMSôs performance to date, some initial 

observations about the early outcomes being achieved, and lessons learnt 

so far. It draws upon the views of stakeholders, and those of interviewed 

project leads and other key individuals who have engaged with the SMS 

programme.  

Performance to date  

9.2 Only three SMS funded projects have reached their end date at this stage 

therefore it is too early to report on detailed performance against outputs 

across the programme. However, the projects interviewed during this stage 

of the research who were nearing the end of their funding period generally 

reported that things were progressing well. These projects were on target to 

hit or exceed most of their outputs or environmental targets such as 

fencing, tree planting, replacing hedges, scrub clearance, creation of 

scrapes and corridors for wildlife, building culverts or firebreaks. Some 

specific and quantifiable examples were provided during interviews 

including:  

¶ successfully managing 8ha of heather habitat 

¶ reaching the target for planting hedges 

¶ undertaking over 320ha of bracken management works  

¶ re-wetting and re-vegetating over 60ha of peatland 

¶ constructing 18km of fencing and 9km of new or replaced hedging 

¶ planting 3ha of new trees and protecting a further 5ha of existing 

trees 

¶ restoring 100ha of woodland (against a target of 18ha) 
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Case study: Benefits and impacts   

The Dunes 2 Dunes project covered the National Nature Reserve sand 

dune systems of Merthyr Mawr and Kenfig as well as the farmland and 

golf courses in the area. The two now unconnected dunes systems were 

once part of a far larger system that ran from the Ogmore estuary to the 

Gower peninsular. Over time they have become overgrown and 

disconnected with the seaside town of Porthcawl now separating them. 

One key element of the project was to improve field and farm boundaries 

between the two dune systems to secure wildlife corridors and allow 

species to travel between the two areas. 66 m of stone wall were 

repaired, and 250 m of hedge re-laid. 

Another important element was habitat improvement. This involved the 

clearance of scrub and the creation of new loose sand habitats. As a 

result, the endangered Fen Orchid, found only in a handful of places in 

the UK, and only at Kenfig in Wales, has seen a resurgence in numbers 

rising from around 200 in 2011 to over 4000 in 2019. Additionally, the 

creation of new slacks has generally increased the number and variety of 

wildflowers present and increasing the number and varieties of insects, 

especially bees. Of note is the Shrill Carder Bee, another endangered 

species only found in 5 areas of the UK. By improving habitats and 

connectivity this solitary bee can now thrive and extend its territory and 

foothold. 72 Shrill Carder Bees were recorded in 2019. 

9.3 Other projects who were still in their first year of delivery were still 

organising activities, allocating budgets, and arranging contractual work. A 

few projects mentioned that they were behind schedule or had underspend 

and were requesting an extension of a few months to complete the works.  

9.4 Some targets relating to activities such as training, running workshops or 

undertaking stakeholder engagement, school visits and other community 

activities in some projects had understandably not been delivered as 

expected, mainly due to the impact of Covid.  










































































