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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

As the challenge of biodiversity conservation and environmental protection in agricultural areas is  
pressing, innovative and more efficient approaches to design new contracts are being advocated for. 

Designing policy instruments via bottom-up processes promises to improve the legitimacy and 
efficiency of the contracts, ensure the incorporation of farmers’ knowledge in the agri-environmental 

contracts, and thus increase the likelihood for their uptake. In the Contracts2.0 project, 13 Contract 
Innovation Labs (CILs) were established with practitioners (including mainly farmers, but also land 
owners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European countries. Practitioners were asked to 

reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and existing contracts, and to propose so-called 

“dream contracts”, which were then considered by policy makers for possible implementation.  

This report consists of 10 thematic briefs that elaborate on the perspective of the practitioners 
themselves, and their view on novel contracts such as results-based or collective contracts. What are 

the benefits for farmers and for society of these contracts, and what should be taken into account 

when implementing them?  

Financial compensation is not the only benefit of these contracts to farmers. Non-monetary and 
productivity-related benefits, such as social recognition and acquiring new knowledge about species 
and practices, should therefore be taken into account in the design of innovative agri-environmental 

contracts. Meanwhile, farmers contribute more than just food to society, and novel agri-
environmental contracts should acknowledge and strengthen these additional benefits. On a local 

level, contracts can help to improve the landscape quality, and increase opportunities for tourism and  
gastronomy. On a supra-local level, they can contribute to biodiversity and flood mitigation. 
Furthermore, implementing novel agri-environmental contracts can improve social cohesion, as they 

require trust and collaboration between contract actors.  

Contracts2.0 focused in particular on two innovative contract types that have the potential to increase 

these social, environmental and financial benefits: results-based contracts and collective contracts.  

Results-based contracts empower farmers and make better use of their knowledge and experience by 
giving them more flexibility to adapt measures to local circumstances and incentivising them to  
improve environmental outcomes. Challenges associated with results-based contracts include the 

organisation of the monitoring of the results, the financial risk for farmers (if outcomes are not 

achieved), and the (short-term) complexity for administrations. 

Another promising contract type are collective contracts. They can create environmental and social 
and benefits  at landscape level, as well as economic and management advantages for farmers. In order 
to facilitate the expansion of new and existing collective approaches, there is a need for an appropriate 

policy framework at EU and regional or national level, which takes into account the regional contexts 

and the cost for facilitation and coordination between farmers.  

Intermediary organizations can play a key role to realise these innovative collective or results-based 
contract types. By bridging different governance levels or by taking over part, they can reduce 

transaction costs for both farmers and policymakers.  The transaction costs related to these new 
contracts are in particular higher monitoring costs in the case of results-based contracts and the 

administrative costs of collectives.  
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It is important that future policies consider and support the role of intermediaries to facilitate the 

realisation of novel agri-environmental contracts. To evaluate the effectiveness of these novel 
contracts, it is essential to monitor the results. When involving farmers, monitoring has the potential 

to generate motivational and learning benefits. Future research and innovation actions should 
therefore focus on finding robust indicators and cost-effective monitoring tools that could be used by 

farmers or farm advisors.  

 

The CIL leads and participants also reflected on the process of the CILs, and the key points to organize 
a successful participatory design process. Connecting to existing farmer networks can be a gateway 
to finding relevant stakeholders. During the process, reciprocity and a relationship of trust between all 

parties and a clear, transparent communication throughout the process are fundamental.  
Furthermore, creativity and flexibility in the use of methods, such as participatory workshops and 

interviews, are important ingredients for a successful participatory process. Every CIL formulated a 
dream landscape, which was used as a compass for designing future contracts. According to 
practitioners, dream farming landscapes reconcile socio-economic viability of the farming sector with 

the provision of environmental services. Multifunctional landscapes are desirable for most farmers, 
and it is important that the landscapes achieve social cohesion between the different stakeholders 

involved. Finally, the road from creating these dream landscapes to implementing newly designed or 
improved contracts, is not straightforward. The biggest enabler in this implementation process was 
the enthusiasm of local actors, while the main challenges were a lack of support from administrators 

and difficulties embedding the contracts within policy frameworks. In future projects, these challenges 
could be overcome by focusing more on building trust and good communication among the 
stakeholders, and by connecting the participatory design process with the national and European 

policy level from the start.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 
starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including mainly 

farmers, but also land owners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European countries. The 
series “Voices of the field” is meant for all who are involved and interested in the design of the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

 

Project context 

The Contracts2.0 project aims to develop improved novel contract-based approaches to incentivise 

farmers for the increased provision of agri-environmental public goods alongside private goods. These 

innovative contract-based approaches aim to be environmentally more effective, economically viable 

for farmers, and support the longevity of contractual arrangements. The contracts are developed  by 

involving farmers and other market actors as well as policy makers, mainly by analysing and (re-) 

designing existing and novel contractual arrangements for the provision of agri-environmental-climate 

public goods. 

 

Collecting perspectives of farmers and practitioners 

To this end, 13 Contract Innovation Labs (or CILs) were established by the Contracts2.0 project as part 

of Work Package 3 (WP3) and run in 9 participating countries (Figure. 1): Belgium (Flanders), Denmark 

(Bornholm), France (Hautes Pyrénées), Germany (North Rhine-Westphalia, AgoraNatura and HiPP),  

Italy (Unione Comuni Garfagnaga), Hungary (Őrség National Park), The Netherlands (Limburg and Oost-

Groningen), Spain (Madrid Region) and the UK (North West England). 

 

Figure. 1. Overview of the 13 Contract Innovations Labs (CILs) of Contracts2.0 project. 
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In a second step , 20 SWOT analyses of existing innovative agri-environmental contracts (AECs) were 

completed during CIL workshops, including eight collective-based, seven result-based, five value-chain 

and two land tenure contract approaches (some contract combined 2 approaches) (Figure 2). 

A third step was “Envisioning dream contracts and testing in the field”. This task aimed to envision 

“dream contracts,” or desirable contracts – from a practitioner's point of view – that reconcile farmer 

objectives with societal needs for agri-environmental public goods. In an iterative process between 

CILs and Policy Innovation Labs (PILs), these “dream contracts” were refined and made more realistic.  

The aim was that the final dream contracts are innovative, feasible and implementable. In the last year 

of the project, two CILs have mainstreamed the new agri-environmental measures, while eight CILs 

are testing novel or improved contracts in the field.  

The information gained in the previous steps, came together In the fourth and last step, which brought 

together all the findings of the CILs in these 10 easy to read briefs and are meant to be disseminated 

and read separately. The briefs are labeled “Voices of the field” to emphasize that this is the 

perspective of farmers and other practitioners. They are subdivided in 10 topics to cover alternative 

contract features and the process to develop them. The “Results briefs” are based on specific sessions 

organized by the respective CILs.  Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses 

of new and existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. Next to this, several 

international inter-lab exchanges were organized about specific contracts, namely land tenure 

contracts, results-based contracts, collective contracts and value chain contracts. The “Approach 

briefs” N°8 and N°10 are predominantly based on 11 semi-structured online interviews with the leads 

of the CILs  and on a survey of CIL participants. 

 

Figure 2: Overview of the actions of the Contract Innovation Labs and the Policy Innovation Labs. ormulation 

lessons-learned from practitioner perspective as part of the actions in WP3 

 

Overview of the Practise Briefs - Voices of the field 

The first seven briefs explain the lessons learned about novel agri-environmental contracts, their 

benefits and impact, while the last three briefs evaluate the process of setting up the Contract 

Innovation Labs and designing alternatives for agri-environmental contracts. Brief N°1 and N°2 reflect 

on the benefits of agro-environmental contracts for farmers and society. Farmers provide more than 

http://project-contracts20.eu/


D 13 / 3.4   

 
©Contracts2.0 – 21/12/2022          www.project-contracts20.eu                                           7 / 7 

just food, and they can gain more from novel agri-environmental contracts than only monetary 

compensation. Brief N°3 and N°4 elaborate further on two innovative contract types that were 

developed further during the project, respectively results-based contracts and collective contracts. The 

following briefs are about some important elements for new agri-environmental contracts: the 

importance of intermediaries in realising novel contracts (N°5), the need to reduce the administrative 

burden for farmers with these contracts (N°6) and alternative ways to organize the monitoring of agri-

environmental contracts (N°7).  

Brief N°8 elaborated on the participation of practitioners in the design of contracts. In Brief N°9, the 

method and results of creating dream contracts together with practitioners are discussed. The last 

brief, N°10, looks at the challenges and successes encountered on the road from contract design to 

implementation. 

 

Voices from the field - Results 

N° 1 It’s not all about money! What are the benefits of agri-environmental contracts for farmers? 

N° 2 It’s not only about food production! 

N° 3 Give practitioners more freedom on how to achieve results in the field 

N°4 1+1=3. Collective approaches create more value for farmers and society  

N° 5 Intermediaries are key in realising agri-environmental contracts 

N° 6 Attractive contracts have less paperwork for farmers 

N° 7 Involve farmers in monitoring the effects of agri-environmental measures 

 

Voices from the field -  Approach 

N° 8 Practitioners are valuable partners for designing novel contracts 

N° 9: From contract dreaming to implementation: a road of obstacles and opportunities 

N° 10 Dream about landscapes before contract design  
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A narrow focus on financial compensation for farmers is a 

missed opportunity to ensure additional uptake of much needed 

agri-environmental measures. Innovative agri-environmental 

contracts should take into account monetary but also producti-

vity and non-financial benefits to better align with farmer needs 

and motivations. 

 

KEY MESSAGE 
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christoph.schulze@zalf.de 

Providing financial compensation for delivered efforts, results or lost income is essential in present agri-

environmental schemes. There is much evidence emphasizing the importance of a financial incentive. Yet, 

an effective contract entails more than just determining a fair transaction, especially when the payment for 

the services provided by farmers is often rather marginal in comparison to the benefits they obtain from 

their main farm activities. Enthusing, motivating or nudging farmers to participate in such contracts be-

comes therefore a key factor to ensure larger and longer-term uptake, beyond the usual suspects. To 

achieve that, a good fit between the provided contract incentives and farmers’ motivations is crucial, in-

cluding intrinsic or non-monetary considerations.  

This short brief provides an overview of the benefits farmers and farmer representatives perceive from 

their participation in agri-environmental contracts. New or innovative agri-environmental contracts could 

be strengthened by including these insights in their design.  

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European coun-

tries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and existing 

contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion of the 

practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the whole 

European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and interested in 

the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

 

Why is it important?  

Benefits of agri-environmental contracts from farmers’  

perspective 

During the Contracts2.0 project, farmers and/or farmer representatives working with agri-environmental 

contracts in the project case-studies were asked which benefits they perceived as important. Their  

responses can be grouped as follows. 

 

Figure: Type of benefits resulting from contracts implemented in the project case studies  

 2 
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From earlier studies, it is evident that fair financial compensation is often found to be very important by 

farmers. An appropriate compensation is therefore still to be considered as a key requirement to contract 

uptake success. Yet these results highlight the importance of also considering non-monetary benefits for 

farmers From earlier studies, it is evident that fair financial compensation is often found to be very important 

by farmers. An appropriate compensation is therefore still to be considered as a key requirement to con-

tract uptake success. Yet these results highlight the importance of also considering non-monetary benefits 

for farmers and society in contracts design. By including them, they may very well tip the balance in farm-

ers' decision to participate, especially when payments are relatively small compared to the farm's economic 

income. 

Figure: Frequency (in %) at which benefits were reported by farmers and farmer representatives. Note: the per-
centages do not refer to the relative importance of each benefit in securing farmer participation in contracts.  

 

Zooming in on non-monetary farmer benefits 

The societal benefits here refer to benefits that are important for society at large, whether it be for local 

people living in the farmer’s vicinity or people living in cities or further away. The benefits for farmers can 

be split into monetary, productivity-related benefits and non-monetary benefits. Non-monetary benefits 

include for example social recognition and knowledge exchange; productivity-related benefits include 

soil quality improvements or climate resilience gains; while monetary benefits typically include direct in-

come support, price premiums through labels or product differentiation, and reduced operational costs. 

Interestingly, the respondents reported a large number of societal (39%) and non-monetary (32%) benefits. 

Half of the reported own benefits were also non-monetary ones. It is important to mention that these per-

centages are based on reported benefits by farmers and farmer intermediaries and do not account for the 

relative importance of these benefits (e.g. income support is a key benefit even if it constituted only 11% 

of the mentioned benefits). 

 

Two broad categories of non-monetary benefits were reported: benefits that related to farmer’s activities 

and production, and benefits that are not directly linked to the production system.   Two widely reported 

non-monetary benefits are social recognition and acquiring new knowledge about species and prac-

tices, through farmer-to-farmer or field expert exchanges. 



 

 

  

Figure: Frequency (in %) at which different types of non-monetary benefits were reported by farmers and farmer 
representatives. Note: the percentages do not refer to the relative importance of each benefit in securing farmer 
participation in contracts. 

 

The need for social recognition by farmers calls for increased attention on how to better visualize farmers’ 

contributions to society. This can be achieved through simple measures such as information boards about 

agri-environmental measures along popular hiking trails in farmland, or through cooperation with local re-

tailers or restaurants to inform customers about the environmental-friendly farming practices of local farm 

products. Also local authorities for example could communicate more about the achievements of their 

farmers, local schools could include field visits in their curricula, etc. 

 

The importance of knowledge exchange emphasizes the positive role of farmer collectives (see Brief °4) 

or farmer-to-farmer exchange programs. 

 

A complete overview of all reported types of benefits is provided in the following table.  
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All Practice Abstracts prepared by the contracts2.0 project in the common format can be found here: 

www.project-contracts20.eu/publications 

All Practice Abstracts prepared by the contracts2.0 project in the common format can be found here: 

www.project-contracts20.eu/publications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you have further questions, you may contact 

Dieter Mortelmans 

dieter.mortelmans@inbo.be 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:  https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 

 

 

Table: Overview of reported benefits by the 11 Contract Innovation Labs from the Contracts 2.0 project. 
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KEY MESSAGE 
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When implementing agri-environmental contracts, farmers often provide a wide 

diversity of indirect and less obvious benefits to society and their local territory. 

These societal benefits can be grouped into social and cultural, environmental, and 

economic benefits. They have a positive impact at different levels: at the level of the 

local landscape and territory (e.g. environmental parameters, aesthetic, social 

cohesion), but also at regional or national level (e.g. carbon storage, climate change 

mitigation). Therefore, farmers should be properly rewarded for the broader range of 

benefits they provide. 



 

 

May 2020 

Agri-environmental contracts often serve a wide range of societal goals, of which the general public is not 

always aware. It is important to take this diversity into account when designing contracts to develop more 

robust payments or other compensation measures. In addition, it is necessary to communicate these 

benefits better to the wider public (i.e. adding to a positive societal image of farming), which will also 

promote farmers’ engagement. 

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

Why is it important?  

2 

Within the wide diversity of benefits perceived that farmers provide to society, some of them are easily 

recognized by farmers and society, while many of them are not easily visible and represent indirect benefits 

of these measures. Figure 1 represent benefits that have a direct positive impact locally, while Figure 2 

shows other benefits at regional or national scale.  

Among the local environmental benefits, there are improvements of environmental parameters and 

ecosystem services such as better erosion control, water and soil quality, pest control and pollination.  This 

creates a more favorable habitat for agro-biodiversity, and therefore, strengthens landscape quality. 

Landscape benefits, which are closely linked to each other, are considered to have a direct effect on people 

living in the farmer's area or close to the region. As a result of the environmental improvement, landscape 

heterogeneity is promoted, which leads to an improvement of the aesthetic and cultural values of the region. 

By enhancing landscape quality, landscapes can become multifunctional and generate a range of 

possibilities for other sectors. Other activities such as sports, enjoyment and outdoor recreation, or 

environmental education can benefit. This may create new economic opportunities (e.g. nature tourism and 

agritourism). Where different sectors are present in an area, value chain approaches may offer further 

opportunities. Such approaches can generate links between farmers and other sectors like local markets 

and restaurants, including the necessary logistics (e.g. delivering, packaging, distribution). 

 

Benefits for society  



 

 3 

Social cohesion is an important aspect of local social and cultural benefits. Agri-environmental contracts are 

perceived as an opportunity to improve the social relation between farmers and the wider society. Citizens 

are mainly aware of the measures that have a visible environmental characteristic in the landscape (e.g. 

flower strips) but they might overlook other measures with non-visible impacts. Therefore, contracts and their 

benefits can also be used to give visibility to farmers and to strengthen or create new channels of 

communication between them and a wider part of society. For instance, collective contracts have the potential 

to improve the visibility of the efforts taken by farmers (more so than individual approaches). However, 

collectives raised the issue of lack of funding for community outreach and promotion activities in the current 

contracts. Therefore we propose to compensate the extra-cost of communication to the people in charge of 

it, be they farmers, farmers groups or other intermediaries. In the Spanish case, it is perceived that by the 

implementation of an innovative agri-environmental contract social cohesion between different stakeholders 

involved has been promoted. For instance, it was perceived as an opportunity to overcome the mistrust of the 

agricultural sector regarding conservation organizations. A similar case happened in Italy, where they are 

consolidating networks of collaboration between custodian farmers and other local stakeholders through 

results-based approaches. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Local societal benefits perceived from the implementation of agri-environmental contracts..   
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Figure 2. Supra-Local societal benefits perceived from the implementation of agri-environmental contracts 

 

Cooperation, trust and communication between contract parties can be promoted alongside  agri-

environmental contracts. Engaging  multiple actors in the development of these contracts leads to improved 

social cohesion among the actors involved.  For instance, results-based contracts increase trust between 

farmers and advisers.  In the case of collective approaches, a high level of communication and cooperation 

between collectives and policy-makers occurs in the implementation of the contracts. Land tenure approaches 

represent a good opportunity for new forms of communication with the administration.  

In addition to local benefits, there are benefits that are relevant for the broader society at higher levels. 

Farmer´s activity can help to increase the resilience of the landscape and the resistance to external pressures 

such as extreme weather conditions. Some other examples are the positive impact on biodiversity, climate 

change mitigation, or mitigation of floods in downstream areas. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

If you have further questions, you may contact 

Inés Gutiérrez-Briceño (Autnomous University of Madrid) 

ines.gutierrez@uam.es 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 
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Results-based payments could provide more value for public money, 

empower farmers and make better use of their knowledge and experience 

by giving them more flexibility to adapt measures to local circumstances 

and incentivising them to (learn more on how to) improve environmental 

outcomes. The main challenges are the organisation of the monitoring, 

the financial risk for farmers (if outcomes are not achieved), and the 

complexity for administrations (to design a scoring system). 

KEY MESSAGE 
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May 2020 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

2 

Results-based payments (RBPs) are gaining interest in Europe as a way to improve the effectiveness of 

agri-environmental and climate measures. RBPs are an approach where farmers and land managers are 

paid for delivering environmental outcomes, for example for enhancing the presence of rare grassland 

species. In these schemes, farmers determine the management required to achieve the desired result, 

rather than following prescribed management actions (as in action-based payments). They offer farmers 

the flexibility to use their knowledge and experience to manage the land in a way that delivers the 

environmental outcome/result. This interest is reflected within the Contracts2.0 project, in which eight out 

of twelve Contract Innovation Labs (CILs) aim to include a results-based component in their future (dream) 

contracts. 

Why is it important?  

High interest in results-based payments 

The majority of CILs show interest in results-based payments when formulating ideal contracts. Half of 

them suggest a combination of basic payments based on actions complemented with a bonus payment 

based on results. 

Preferences of CILs for action- or results-based payments as indicated in their dream contracts. 



 

 

 

 

3 

• Results-based contracts are perceived as more flexible for farmers, who can make better use of 

their own knowledge to achieve the desired outcomes.   

• RBPs stimulate learning about target species, habitats and the environmental impact of their 

farming methods. This incentive is perceived to create higher awareness and increase 

engagement of farmers.  

• They are also perceived to bring less administrative burden to individual farmers and decrease 

the needs for fines and controls.  

• Research based on Irish examples shows that results-based payments increase the cost- 

efficiency of payments, by delivering better environmental quality (e.g. landscape, biodiversity).  

  

 

 

• The effects of the measures may only appear in the long term. Therefore, it is important to make 

long-duration contracts, where the contract length is in line with the time required to affect 

landscape dynamics and impact the biodiversity and ecosystem services state. 

• They may represent a higher financial risk for farmers, which may be a barrier for participation, 

particularly when they fear risks beyond their control (e.g. climatic events, predation of desired 

birds, destruction of plants by humans or animals). These risks may be partially mitigated by the 

design of habitat indicators displayed in scorecards and by supplying appropriate advisory 

assistance. 

• There is a potential risk that lack of knowledge by farmers may lead to environmentally damaging 

practices (e.g. by creating ecological traps).  Therefore, facilitators/advisors play an important 

role in assisting (groups of) farmers with advice and learning activities/material on how to improve 

their results.   

• Although results-based contracts are believed to deliver more value for public money in the long 

run, for an administration to shift from an action-based to a results-based approach implies initial 

increased administrative burden due to the substantial adaptations required within the 

authorising system. For example, designing a performant scoring and monitoring system requires 

considerable investment and expertise.  

 

Opportunities  

Challenges and potential solutions 

There is a high potential for hybrid approaches.  A combination with action-based payments seems to 

be promising to counter the potential risks for farmers.  Another potential combination of results-based 

approaches would be with collective contracts, in order to allow for better farmer-to-farmer extension 

and improving results at landscape scale. These combinations are expected to achieve higher uptake 

levels by farmers. 

High potential for hybrid approaches 



 

 

4 

Experience from Ireland shows that a well-designed scoring system is crucial for the success of this 

approach, in order to make it simple and transparent and mitigate some of the above mentioned risks. For 

the design of scorecards, the following criteria are crucial: 

• Scientifically based: scores reflect desired outcomes. 

• Easy to understand (goal is clear) for a farmer, advisor, auditor. 

• Fair: It should be under the farmer’s ability to improve/maintain score. 

• Ecosystem/habitat-based: Focus more on suitable habitat quality (such as ecological integrity, soil 

and water quality), rather than number of specific species. 

 

Designing a scoring system 

Gain inspiration from other cases 

When developing and adapting results-based payments, it is useful to learn from other countries with 

successful pilot projects (e.g. UK, IE). More detailed documentation on the inspiring examples in Ireland 

can be found on the website of the Wild Atlantic Nature project. More inspiration from a variety of cases 

all over Europe may be found on the website from the Results-based payment network. 

https://www.wildatlanticnature.ie/rbps-materials/
https://www.rbpnetwork.eu/
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Overview of challenges and opportunities  

  Opportunities Challenges 

 

Farm 

administration 

 

Less administrative burden 

Decrease the needs for fines and controls 

Flexibility in payments 

 

Limited duration of the contract 

 

Monitoring 

 

New technologies for monitoring (e.g. using 
drones) 

Involving farmers in monitoring 

 

 

High costs of monitoring 

Timing of monitoring might interfere with the 
timing of agricultural practices 

Indicators related to water quality and climate 
change are less robust 

Intermediate/proxy indicators can result in less 
than expected impacts 

 

Agro-

management 

and economic 

viability 

 

Better utilisation of farmers’ knowledge 

Better customization with farmers’ 
management 

Cost-efficiency 

 

Knowledge building and exchange 

Need of (knowledge) facilitators 

Farmers' exposure to financial risk 

 

Environmental 

impact  

 

Better environmental quality by e.g. improved 
connectivity, adding specific landscape 
elements 

Adaptable to different, local circumstances 

Target species possibly have positive effects 
on the ecosystem as a whole 

 

Environmental impact might be uncertain due 
to: climatological uncertainty, nature responds 
slowly, animals damaging crops, invasive 
species, urban pressure,  uncertainty of 
effectivity of the measure, required area of the 
proposed measures, and lack of knowledge. 

 

Social impact 

 

Trust and collaboration among farmers, and 
between farmers and others (advisers, hobby 
farmers, environmental organisations,...) 

Promote dialogue and cooperation between 
authorities at different levels and farmers, 
instead a communication based on control 

Rewarding knowledge, skills and effort 

Increase motivation, empowerment and 
engagement of farmers for the uptake of agri-
environmental measures  

Higher awareness about environmental 
friendly farming 

More apparent the agricultural sector is 
delivering value for money 

 

Evenly spread payments across tiers might not 

provide incentives for farmers to join results-

based schemes 

 

Legal, policy 

and political 

context 

 

Fits into the main goals of the CAP and the 
Sustainable Development Goals 

Delivering value for money  

 

Substantial amount of time and effort for the 
administration above farm level, due to 
particularities of different areas, complexity of 
contract design and its financial expenditures 

 

 



 

 

 

 

If you have further questions, you may contact 

Sven Defrijn (Boerennatuur Vlaanderen) 

sven.defrijn@boerennatuur.be 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 
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1 + 1 = 3. 

Collective  

approaches  

create more value for 

farmers and  

society 

 

No. 4 / 10 

Collective approaches can create environmental, social and 

policy benefits, as well as economic and management 

advantages for farmers. In order to facilitate the growth of new 

and existing collective approaches, there is a need for an 

appropriate policy framework at EU and regional level, which 

takes into account the regional contexts and the cost for 

facilitation and coordination between farmers. 

KEY MESSAGE 

1 



 

 

May 2020 

Collective approaches attract increasing interest in Europe.  By scaling up actions at landscape level 

rather than at an individual farm level, they hold the promise to improve the effectiveness of agri-

environmental and climate measures. Eleven out of 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) give an important 

role to farmer groups in future agri-environmental dream contracts. 

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

Why is it important?  

Diversity of existing collective approaches in Europe 

 

A wide diversity of collective approaches has emerged in Europe in the last decades, especially in North-

West Europe. In Eastern European countries, it has been mentioned that the term ‘collectives’ has a 

negative socio-cultural connotation, thus hindering the development of these approaches.  

 

While the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) on agri-environmental climate measures (AECM) was 

initially designed with individual farmers as the major beneficiary in mind, in 2014 an opening was made 

in the CAP to allow groups of farmers as a potential beneficiary.  

 

The Netherlands made use of this possibility to change their system from individual to exclusively 

collective AECM payments. In order to do this, they could rely on a nationwide network of farmer groups, 

united in the umbrella organisation Boerennatuur Netherlands. This network could grow during previous 

decades, supported by a complementary policy fund covering the organisational costs for agri-

environmental cooperation (a.o. coordination of measures and knowledge exchange). 

 

In the UK (England), a similar policy instrument (Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund) was 

installed in 2015 which provides funding for the facilitation of farmer groups working on the delivery of 

agri-environmental measures. This led to 180 Facilitation Fund groups being funded, sometimes referred 

to as farmer clusters. 
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https://www.boerennatuur.nl/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/facilitation-fund-2023-countryside-stewardship


 

 

 

 

In Flanders (Belgium), since 2008, 34 farmer groups have been formed in which farmers cooperate 

on agri-environmental measures (biodiversity, landscape, soil, water). As there is no dedicated fund for 

the facilitation of groups, the coordination of their activities is mainly funded through projects, initiated by 

the umbrella organisation Boerennatuur Flanders. The AECM contracts between the government 

administration and farmers are still on an individual basis, but farmers cooperate on the coordination of 

measures and the operational management to increase farmers’ participation and environmental impact. 

 

In France, individual and collective AECMs coexist. Most collective AECMs are contracted on common 

land where collective management preexists the CAP. Since 1992, collective entities (such as pastoral 

groups) are allowed to contract agri-environmental schemes, with individual farmers as the final 

beneficiary of the payments. Since 2014, the collectives are recognized as a final beneficiary and an 

additional policy framework was installed to support the facilitation of the creation of new agro-ecological 

collectives on private land. 

3 

Diversity in policy frameworks in different regions with collective approaches in the CAP period 2014-2022.   
 

Collectives or farmer groups can be seen as an intermediary level between policy makers and individual 

farmers (see also Practice brief N°5). In 11 out of 13 CILs, a farmer group is mentioned to play an important 

role in the dream contracts envisaged by CILs, even when no collective payments are in play.  Farmer 

groups are suggested to play different roles in the dream contracts: ranging from coordinating measures, 

knowledge exchange, managing payments and monitoring, to building social cohesion and improving 

participation in decision-making. For example, in the Netherlands farmers consider themselves as a more 

powerful contract party because they are united as a collective. 

https://www.boerennatuur.be/
https://collectifs-agroecologie.fr/
https://collectifs-agroecologie.fr/


 

 

Different roles of farmer groups as mentioned by CILs. The % refers to the % of CILs who spontaneously mentioned 

a specific role for a farmer group. 

Opportunities  

 

Collective approaches tend to have a more beneficial impact on nature and environment when a wider 

landscape approach is used in combination with an increased level of coordination of agri-environmental 

measures.  

 

Increased flexibility may lead to a better customization with farmers’ management and local 

environmental circumstances. An example is the increased spatial flexibility for habitat management 

measures such as later mowing for meadow birds - within a group this may move more easily between 

plots and farmers during contract duration, and be based on improved monitoring data from across the 

area managed by the collective. 

 

Collective approaches create opportunities for higher awareness and ownership among farmers since 

they provide a setting for farmers to learn from each other, and thus improve social cohesion, cooperation 

and trust between farmers.   

 

High levels of communication and collaboration between the collectives and actors such as 

policy-makers are perceived as a strength of collective approaches. 

Collective approaches may be more cost-efficient compared to individual approaches, by creating 

economies of scale (e.g. more efficient coordination of measures, specialisation of work, collective 

purchase or use of machinery, seeds). They may reduce transaction costs (search, negotiation, 

administration) costs for individual farmers, although extra time is needed for attending meetings. 

Collective approaches tend to reduce transaction costs (e.g. less negotiation, administration  costs) for 

government administrations as the number of contracts they need to handle is reduced, although it 

implies an initial cost for adapting the administrative system towards collective approaches. These 

transaction costs have been shifted to the collective level.   
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Challenges 

Transaction costs (e.g. negotiation and administration costs) have been shifted from the government 

administration and individual farmers to the collective level.  In addition collective approaches imply extra 

costs for facilitating and coordinating the cooperation between farmers, which requires specific skills 

and knowledge. The appointment of a facilitator/ coordinator is therefore usually appropriate. Facilitators 

play an important role in developing good internal governance (by providing guidance, structure, 

coordination and mediation), organising knowledge exchange and training activities, developing 

ecological targets and management plans, coordinating measures, organising operational execution, 

managing payments, monitoring actions and/or results. Part of this coordination/facilitation work may be 

carried out by volunteers (e.g. lead farmers), generally in combination with professional staff.  

The lack of stable and sufficient funding to compensate for the extra costs of collective action, is one 

of the key challenges of existing collectives to sustain and expand their activities and for new ones to 

arise.  

In general, the lack of a tailored policy framework is one of the major constraints overall. The main 

challenge is to better adapt AECMs that were originally designed for individual farms to a collective 

governance setting. Although the CAP enabled Member States to establish collective approaches in 2014, 

the general control and payment system is still tailored towards individual contracts and many Member 

States did not include the possibility to include farmer groups as beneficiary in their regional development 

plans. 

 

Need for a tailor-made policy framework 

A tailored policy framework supporting the growth of existing and establishment of new collective 

approaches needs to focus on the following elements: 

• Providing stable funding for the facilitation and coordination of the groups and their long-term 

activities.  

• Creating incentives for farmers to stimulate cooperation (e.g. increased flexibility, bonus 

payments for groups). 

• Allowing groups of farmers as beneficiaries for AECM payments. As the area covered by 

collectives is still small in many countries, a hybrid approach (such as in France) may be needed, 

allowing for collective and individual payments. 

 

When developing a policy framework fostering collective approaches, it is important to take into account 

the regional characteristics and embrace the already existing networks.  
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Overview of challenges and opportunities    

 Opportunities Challenges 

 

Agro-management 

and economic 

viability 

 

Less administrative burden 
(transaction costs) for farmers 

More cost-efficient (scale-effects) 

More flexibility 

Higher awareness and engagement 

Improved knowledge exchange 

 

Transaction costs shifted from 
farmers and policy makers to 
collective level 

Funding needed for the work at 
collective level to sustain viability 

Flexibility limited by legal constraints 
and administrative rules 

Training of facilitators needed to 
assure good quality facilitation 

 

 

Environmental  

impacts 

 
Improved positive impact on nature/ 
environment 

 
 

 
Contract duration might be too short to 
see the positive effects 

 

 

Social impact 

 

Improved motivation and positive 
attitudes among farmers 

Improved trust, empowerment, 
ownership and communication 
among farmers  

Potential economic development of 
the area  

Better cooperation with policy 
makers 

A facilitator can provide guidance, 
structure, coordination and 
mediation 

 

Wider involvement of potential 
stakeholders may be useful 

Societal visibility limited as 
time/money for community outreach 
and promotion actions is lacking 

When progress is not monitored, 
farmers can lack a sense of 
achievement 

Need for good internal governance 
(role of facilitator).  

High turnover of facilitators threatens 
their long term vision and 
continuation 

 

Legal, policy and 

political context 

 
Less transaction costs for policy  
makers 
 
 

 
Adapted policy framework needed 
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If you have further questions, you may contact 

Sven Defrijn (Boerennatuur Vlaanderen) 

sven.defrijn@boerennatuur.be 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 
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Intermediaries  
are key in realising 
agri-environmental 

contracts 
 

No. 5 / 10 

Intermediaries play an important role in realising agri-environmental 

contracts particularly within collective and results-based 

approaches. By bridging different governance levels they can reduce 

transaction costs for both farmers and policymakers. In order to 

ensure their development and continuity, it is important that future 

policies take into account the (potential) role of intermediaries to 

facilitate the realisation of novel agri-environmental contracts. 

KEY MESSAGE 

1 



 

 

May 2020 

As most agri-environmental contracts in Europe are between government administrations and individual 

farmers, third parties such as intermediaries are often overlooked in policymaking and research (e.g. on 

transaction costs). However, as was shown in all Contract Innovation Labs (CILs), intermediaries may 

play an important role in the development and/or implementation of (novel) agri-environmental contracts. 

Because of a lack of structural funding, existing intermediaries tend to struggle to ensure their continuity 

and to expand their activities. Intermediaries may play an important role in all types of contracts, but in 

particular collective and results-based approaches. In collective approaches they are in particular 

instrumental for facilitating and coordinating the cooperation between farmers. In results-based contracts, 

they can respond to the need for advice, knowledge exchange and monitoring. 

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

Why is it important?  

What are intermediaries and what role do they play? 

 

Intermediaries consist of a wide range of organisations such as farmer associations, land stewardships, 

ngo’s, advisory services, (crowd)funding platforms and local authorities, that facilitate the development 

and/or implementation of agri-environment and climate measures by farmers. They may be involved 

as a contracting party (for example in France farmer associations are the contracted party of AECM’s), 

but often may not (yet) be formally involved in the contract.  

 

Intermediaries take over tasks (e.g. monitoring practices, negotiation, search for information) that would 

otherwise have to be carried out by other contract parties (in particular farmers, or government 

administrations), or would not occur at all (e.g. coordination of measures between between farmers).  

 

Intermediaries play an important role in bridging between different governance and knowledge actors 

(farmers, policy-makers, researchers and/or other (local) actors). By doing this they improve cooperation, 

trust and knowledge exchange between the different actors involved (a need expressed in several CILs). 
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Intermediaries are key in bridging between different governance and knowledge actors. 

Their specific role can be very diverse from assisting farmers with advice, organising training events, 

facilitating knowledge exchange and cooperation between (groups of) farmers over monitoring practices 

and outcomes and managing payments to policy advisory/lobbying, enhancing cooperation with other 

local actors and raising funds and public support for agri-environmental measures. This work may be 

carried out by one or a combination of actors. 

 

 

 

 

 

Farm 

advisory/tra

ining

Facilitating 

cooperation 

between 

farmers

Evaluating/

monitoring 

outcomes/ 

results

Managing 

payments

Policy 

advisory/ 

targetting/ 

reporting

Raising 

public/priva

te funds

Raising 

societal 

support

NL Limburg + Oost-Groningen Farmer collectives (Boerennatuur NL)

Boerennatuur VL (farmer groups)

Fundraising platform

Yorkshire Dales National Park Farm team

Natural England

Pastoral extension services (GIP-CRGPE)

Leaders of local farmer collectives

ES Madrid Land stewardship entities

Advisory service

Carbon trading platform

AgoraNatura AgoraNatura online marketplace

HiPP Organic farming associations

North-Rhine-Westphalia To be defined

Őrseg National Park Directorate

Local authorities

IT Unione Comuni Garfagnana Voluntary associations (e.g. Food Community)

(Potential) role

BornholmDK

DE

HU Örseg National Park 

CIL/Region Which intermediaryC
o

u
n

tr
y

Flanders 

North-West England

BE

UK

FR Hautes-Pyrénées 

Potential role of intermediaries in future ‘dream’ contracts as defined within the Contract Innovation Labs. 



 

 

Farmer groups 

Farmer groups may be viewed as a particular type of intermediary between individual farmers and other 

contract partners (such as policy administrations). Farmer groups are suggested to play different roles in 

future agri-environmental contracts: from coordinating measures, facilitating knowledge exchange, 

managing payments and monitoring, to building social cohesion and improving participation in decision-

making. This coordination/facilitation work may be carried out by volunteers (e.g. leading farmers) and/or 

professional staff. See Voices from the field n°4 for more info on collective approaches. 

 

Need for more structural funding 

Because of their absence in policies regarding agri-environment schemes, intermediaries in several cases 

(e.g. BE, ES, IT, FR) currently operate without access to substantive structural funding for their activities. 

This is hindering their growth and risks their continuity. As a consequence, they are often dependent on 

more temporal income sources, which imply additional search and application costs.  

For (new or existing) intermediaries to take up the role mentioned above, it is important that they can rely 

on sufficient funding to carry out their activities. Examples in other regions may inspire regional 

policymakers interested in supporting intermediary actors to facilitate agri-environmental contracts. The 

UK Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund, for example, illustrates the potential of such funding 

schemes. 
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If you have further questions, you may contact 

Sven Defrijn  

sven.defrijn@boerennatuur.be 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   
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Less is more! 
Attractive 

 Contracts  
have less paperwork 

for farmers 

No. 6 / 10 

Results-based and collective approaches are perceived by practitioners to bring less 

administrative burden to farmers than conventional action-based individual contracts. 

However, the extra costs for the implementation of these contracts (e.g. monitoring costs 

of results-based schemes or the administrative costs of collectives) need to be 

considered to ensure their viability. Therefore, we propose options to lower transaction 

costs or reach a fair balance between transaction costs covered by farmers and public 

authorities: 1) increase dialogue with the administration to strengthen trust and 

cooperation, and 2) involve intermediary parties to reduce farmers´ administrative burden 

and compensate them for the extra costs of monitoring and collective service they carry 

out. 

KEY MESSAGE 

1 



 

May 2020 

Novel contract-based approaches (such as results-based and collective approaches) are gaining 

importance in Europe. These innovative approaches aim to be more environmentally effective and 

economically viable. These contracts involve a redistribution of administrative burdens between 

administrations, intermediaries and farmers (compared to conventional contracts), which entails extra work 

and costs for some of the involved parties. In collective approaches, there is a shift of transaction costs 

from individual farmers and public authorities to the collective entity, which affects the viability and 

feasibility of the collective. Regarding the monitoring of  results-based payments, there is also a shift from 

controlling the actions to controlling the results, which entails extra work when designing for instance the  

indicators. Therefore, innovative contracts should be well designed and consider these extra costs 

carefully to retain the attractiveness of contracts to all involved parties and not affect their willingness to 

participate. 

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

Why is it important?  

2 

Administrative and financial burdens for practitioners 

When implementing an agri-environmental contract, there might be different aspects that turn into a source 

of frustration for practitioners. There might be an administrative and financial burden in terms of additional 

paperwork, additional time investment and operational costs. Practitioners perceived that the administrative 

burden depends on the type of contract, the type of payment (collective or individual) and also on the 

context in which these contracts are implemented. 



 

 3 

Furthermore, practitioners perceived that in conventional agri-environmental contracts (such us action 

based and individual contracts) farmers have to carry out extra work to comply with excessive and 

inflexible rules, with the risk of being sanctioned. The inflexibility of the rules does not allow farmers 

to use their local expertise and skills (e.g. adaptation of agricultural practices or timing to the weather 

conditions), which is also perceived by farmers as a lack of trust in their work and knowledge. Farmers 

perceived that this situation results in excessive controls, causing a higher administrative burden.  

There is a need for less control and more trust, and dialogue between practitioners and authorities. 

Nonetheless, results-based and collective approaches were perceived to be more cost-efficient and 

flexible for farmers compared to action-based  and individual approaches. 

 

 

Results-based contracts 

Results-based approaches were perceived to bring less administrative burden to individual farmers. 

They are expected to decrease the time farmers need for administrative work, controls and evidencing 

actions. Indeed, they feel they would have more freedom and flexibility to adapt their practices to their 

local situation and needs  although they might have extra work to undertake monitoring and self-

assessment. Based on the farmers' experience in the UK, for example, results-based payments were 

less cumbersome for them in administrative terms because they received extensive support from 

advisors. This demonstrates how some of the administrative work can be redistributed between 

different stakeholders. 

 

In results-based payments, there is a shift from controlling the actions to controlling results, which 

entails extra work for the people involved (designing indicators, monitoring results and potential 

changes). The cost of monitoring is perceived to be high, and appropriate funding for monitoring was 

considered to be too low. To overcome the latter, practitioners proposed to include farmers in the 

assessment processes of results on their own farms to reduce costs but also engage them in a more 

structural way. New technologies can also be used for this purpose and might be an incentive for 

farmers to participate. In other cases, it was also mentioned that the timing of monitoring (in the case 

of self-assessment) may interfere with the timing of agricultural practices. Therefore, it is important to 

develop the design and the timing of the scheme together with farmers, and tailor it as much as 

possible to farm activities. 
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Collective contracts 

Collective contracts are perceived to bring less administrative burden to farmers compared to 

individual contracts.  In the Netherlands – the only case in the project with a relatively recent, yet well 

established form of collective contracts, it was mentioned that much of the administrative workload 

was transferred  from the government and the farmers to the collectives. Coordination in the collectives 

is a complex task which results in high transaction costs (derived from reaching agreements, 

especially with large groups). However, considering the total cost, collective approaches were  

perceived to be more cost-efficient compared to individual approaches, because collectives create 

economies of scale (e.g. collectively buying seeds, machinery, administrative work etc.), and because 

they allow for more flexible payments towards farmers. However, insufficient funding for costs covered 

by the collectives could threaten their ability to function (UK, BE, NL).  

Collectives are also considered to be more effective because they generate additional results that 

could only be obtained through cooperation and common action. For example, the provision of many 

ecosystem services requires action at the landscape level (e.g. pest control, habitat for species, flood 

control or pollination), which can only be achieved If there is collaboration of farmers, collectives and 

administration. To achieve this, appropriate financial compensation to intermediaries should be 

arranged. 

Other contract types 

In the case of the project located in Spain, mixed contracts using collective and land tenure 

approaches were perceived to bring less administrative burden to individual farmers. Here, the 

involvement of intermediaries was perceived to reduce the administrative burden and facilitate 

communication with farmers. This reduction of administrative workload for farmers was very well 

received, but if it is not complemented with appropriate payment, it would likely be insufficient as an 

incentive for farmers to work towards higher environmental performance. 

Regarding other kinds of approaches, practitioners perceived that value chain approaches have lower 

administrative and financial burden and are easier to implement. For instance, the National Park 

product label (which can be considered as a value chain approach) in Hungary is established as a 

countrywide system, so it already has comprehensive support in the Hungarian administration. It is 

also perceived that the combination of public and private funding in value chain approaches will 

provide continuity, which will increase the long-term economic viability of the people involved. 
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Administrative 
burden for 
individual 
farmers 

Administrative 
burden for 
farmers 
collective 

Administrative 
burden on 
government level 

Total costs of 
monitoring 

Total Cost-
efficiency of 
the contract 

Financial 
risk for 
farmer 

Practitioner key 
message 

Results-
based 

 

 

 

N/A 

    
Need to simplify 
paperwork, controls and 
monitoring 
Need to compensate 
the extra cost for 
monitoring 
 

Collective 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

N/M 

Need to fund the extra 
cost of work carried out 
by collectives 
Need to assist 
collectives with 
intermediaries or 
advisory services 

Land 
tenure  

 

 

 

N/M N/M N/M N/M N/M 

 

Value 
chain  

Mixed 
responses 

N/A  

 
 

N/M N/M N/M 

 

Summary 

The next table show an overview of practitioners’ perceptions per contract approach in relation to the 

administrative burden and aspects of the economic viability. Items are described in terms of decreasing 

(arrow down), increasing (arrow up), not mentioned (N/M) or not applicable (N/A). 
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       Involve 
 farmers in 

   monitoring     
 the effects of agri- 

environmental measures 

No. 7 / 10 

1 

Monitoring the results of agri-environmental contracts is essen-

tial to evaluate their effectiveness, but is also important for  

motivational and learning purposes, especially when involving 

farmers. Future research and innovation actions should there-

fore focus on finding robust indicators and cost-effective moni-

toring tools that could be used by farmers or farm advisors. 

KEY MESSAGE 



 

 

May 2020 
 

christoph.schulze@zalf.de 

2 

To evaluate the effectiveness  of agri-environmental measures and to enable improvements when needed, 

it is key to have a consistent monitoring system in place. Knowledge about the effects of agri-environmental 

contracts is important not only to keep motivating funders to finance them, but also for farmers to stay 

committed to their contract. Involving farmers in performance monitoring activities is perceived to stimulate 

farmers' engagement and learning on agri-environment. In addition, it creates opportunities to develop 

more results-based payment schemes.  

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European coun-

tries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and existing 

contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion of the 

practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the whole 

European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and interested in 

the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

 

Why is it important? 

Opportunities  

In all Contract Innovation Labs (CILs) farmers indicated they wanted to know more about the effects of 

their efforts. Such feedback allows them to better sense their achievements, encourages them to con-

tinue the contracts and also adapt measures when needed.  

However in several member states, information on the actual effects of measures seems to be either 

lacking or farmers don’t have access to it. Monitoring is mainly focused on the process (compliance of 

actions with predefined rules) rather than on outcomes. This approach to monitoring/control is viewed 

rather negatively by farmers as it reduces the monitoring to an administrative burden.  

Most CILs indicated that ideally monitoring should pay attention to both actions and results, regardless 

of whether the payments are based on actions or results. Of course, for results-based contracts, having a 

well-established results monitoring system in place is crucial  for setting payments. However, for all con-

tract types this could also promote a better understanding of the links between a farmer’s actions and 

results, which in turn can help to improve the design, implementation and advice provision on agri-

environmental contracts.  

The majority of CILs are convinced that farmers or farmer groups should be involved in the monitoring 

of agri-environmental contracts. Farmer collectives show a real interest in monitoring the results, making 

them an ideal partner for this activity. Involving farmers in monitoring results can be carried out in different 

ways, from informing and discussing with them the monitoring outcomes on their farm, to engaging them 

in self-assessment. Besides an empowering effect, it may stimulate them to learn more about the agri-

environment and how to improve it. The UK results-based payments pilot has good experiences involving 

farmers for self-assessment, with a proven high degree of reliability.    

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/cils/
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Wild Atlantic Nature Results-based Payment Schemes: Habitat quality is assessed at the field level using 

a scorecard specifically designed to evaluate key aspects of each habitat. The scorecard allocates scores 

that reflect the quality of the habitat in terms of specific indicators including biodiversity (plant species), 

water management, vegetation structure, exposed soil and damaging activities. The better the quality of 

the habitat, the higher the score awarded in each section. Habitats receive a final score on a scale of 0 

(low) to 10 (high) and the level of payments are linked with this score. 

 

 

 
 

 

Example from Ireland 

Some challenging aspects of monitoring the performance of agri-environmental contracts are: 

• The costs of monitoring are perceived to be high, and funding for this element is often described 

as lacking. Involving farmers in monitoring and using new technologies could reduce these costs.  

• Finding robust and sensitive indicators that are readily usable by farmers can be very challeng-

ing. Farmer collectives in Ireland have developed some good examples of indicators for various 

ecosystems (see textbox). 

 

Challenges 

http://www.wildatlanticnature.ie/rbps-materials/
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If you have further questions, you may contact 

Sven Defrijn (Boerennatuur Vlaanderen) 

sven.defrijn@boerennatuur.be 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 
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Practitioners  

are valuable  

partners for designing 

novel contracts 

 

No. 8 / 10 

Involving practitioners’ knowledge in agri-environmental contract design, 

and adapting contracts to local needs, promises to increase their uptake 

and efficiency. Connecting to existing networks can be a gateway to 

finding relevant stakeholders. Reciprocity and a relationship of trust 

between all parties, a clear, transparent communication throughout the 

process and creativity and flexibility in the use of methods are important 

building blocks for a successful participatory process.   

KEY MESSAGE 
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May 2020 

When contracts are designed by centralized administrations, there is a risk that the proposed measures 

are not adaptable to the reality on farm-level, or a perception of risk from practitioners that a centrally 

designed contract won’t work. As the challenge of biodiversity conservation is pressing, innovative and 

more efficient approaches to design new contracts are being advocated for. Designing  policy instruments 

via bottom-up processes promises to improve the legitimacy and efficiency of the contracts, ensure the 

incorporation of farmers’ knowledge in the agri-environmental contracts, and thus increasing their uptake. 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners (including 

mainly farmers, but also land owners, NGO staff, local government officers), in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. 10 practice briefs called 

“Voices of the Field” series were created, meant for all who are involved and interested in the 

design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts.  

The information in this specific brief is predominantly based on 11 semi-structured online 

interviews with the leads of the CILs  and on a survey of CIL participants. This brief reflects the 

opinions of the leads and the practitioners of the CILs, without claiming to be representative 

for the whole European farming community. 

 Why is it important?  

The 11 Contract Innovation Labs (CILs) were organized as a series of workshops and meetings with 

stakeholders. Most of the CILs worked around the improvement of existing contracts, while some 

developed new contracts altogether. For a deeper understanding of the outcomes and implementation 

process, please take a look at Voices from the field °10.  

 

This brief evaluates the processes of participation in the CILs, focusing on their ability to extract and 

articulate lessons learned, gain a better understanding of the successes and challenges of CILs, and 

gather suggestions from the participants’ and CIL leads’ personal experience. These results can be 

valuable for future bottom-up contract design processes. The quotes that illustrate the messages in this 

brief were mentioned by the CIL leads, and reflect their personal opinions. 

In order to evaluate the results, it is important to first establish a definition of what constitutes a successful 

participatory process, which depends largely on the objectives in each individual lab. In this context we 

talk about a successful innovation lab if new agri-environmental contracts, or improvements of existing 

contracts, were discussed in a process that genuinely involved representative practitioners. This means 

that knowledge was shared between stakeholders and opinions were voiced and synthesized into 

suggestions for contract innovation which can potentially serve policy makers and administrations in their 

decision-making regarding new agri-environmental contracts. 
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 Context and aim of the brief 

 



 

 

 

 

The choice of which stakeholders to include depends on the project goals and scope of the 

contracts. Existing networks can be a gateway to reach and engage the relevant people. 

 

A participatory policy design process starts with outlining the focus, and then deciding which stakeholders 

to include. This distinguishes the process from a collaborative one, as the direction of the project was 

determined before the stakeholders were included. To determine who to invite, a stakeholder analysis 

is recommended. Most CILs had farmers participating in their meetings. The average participating farmer 

was middle-aged and male. Most were already environmentally-minded and interested in adopting agri-

environmental measures. This participation bias, as described in the following quote, has to be kept in 

mind when presenting the CIL conclusions to policy makers, or when considering incorporating the CIL 

outcomes in policy making. 

 

All of them were members from collectives, so all of them were already interested in this green 

type of farming. That's the bias because of the group that we were working with. [...] we probably had slightly 

more environmentally minded farmers who were more interested in this than your average farmer [...] And in 

all the other CILs, it was the same. [...] I think if it had more conservative farmers, I think you would have a 

whole other picture, right? (CIL Lead) 

Most of the CILs mentioned missing stakeholders, varying from missing a certain type of farmers, to not 

being able to connect at all to specific groups. The experiences of the CIL leads indicate that tapping into 

and working with existing organizations embedded in agricultural networks (e.g. associations, Rural 

Development Programs, advisory services) is an effective mechanism for engaging the 'right' stakeholders 

for the context. These organizations can then be encouraged to contact and invite the desired additional 

participants. However, it was noted that there is a risk of bias where only the "usual suspects" may be 

included in the CIL process. There is a certain trade-off between these benefits, and depending on the 

time and resources of the project, a balance should be found. 

Furthermore, trust between the participants and project partners is a prerequisite for successful 

practitioner participation, but building new, strong relationships can take quite some time. For short-term 

projects, involving local organizations that are close to the desired stakeholders can help with developing 

mutual trust between coordinators and  participants. 
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 Involvement in the CIL 

 

 Engagement of CIL participants 

 
To maintain engagement, the CIL should closely link to the needs of the participants and be 

transparent on the process and goals. A (financial) compensation can be considered.  

 

Finding participants is one thing, keeping them engaged throughout the process is a different story. 

Although the stakeholders agreed with the general importance of the discussed topics, it was often difficult 

to convince them that the CIL outcomes are directly useful to them, as the benefits of creating alternative 

contracts will only appear in the medium or long-term. The CIL leads mentioned that there is a big gap 

between the daily worries of practitioners, such as ensuring a sufficient income or dealing with drought, 

and the seemingly abstract goals of the CIL. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Map showing the amount of different stakeholder groups included in the CILs. Note: the two CILs in the 
Netherlands and the two CILs in Flanders are taken together.  

Thus, it was a challenge for the CIL leads to continuously motivate stakeholders to remain involved and 

express themselves during workshop sessions. The CILs tried to ensure that the sessions 

corresponded to participants’ interests, and to invite participants only for those sessions that would be 

relevant to them. During the sessions, discussing local real-life situations helped to keep participants 

engaged. In addition, transparent and open communication helped to manage expectations and 

establish common goals over the course of the project. Still, some of the CIL leads mentioned that a 

financial compensation would have helped to value and motivate the participating farmers, especially 

since other participants joined as part of their paid job which created a feeling of inequality. 

You have to really think about what you're offering your participants and not take them for 

granted. Like they'll just join because we are giving them the chance to influence European policy, like that's 

way too far away for them. [...] It has to be tangible. Like even if it's funds, like even if it's like a small 

imbursement for their time, I think that just makes it easier and makes people feel also taken seriously (CIL 

Lead) 

The process can at times entail a difficult equilibrium between the needs of local participants and the 

requirements of the international project and the reality of slow changing policies. Taking a moment to 

consider the realities of the stakeholder groups in the first meetings - and the differences or inequalities 

between them - can positively impact the engagement of the participants and the success of the project.  
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Using creative and analytical tools leads to valuable results.  

The CILs used analytical and creative methods, such as SWOT analysis and workshops to create 

future dream contracts. These tools were proposed for all CILs at the start of the project and offered a 

framework for the CILs to work with, and to organize their sessions.  However, the CILs were encouraged 

to adapt these tools to develop methods which best fitted their region and participants. For example, 

the Dutch CIL created a well-received illustration of their Dream Landscape. In France, the CIL envisioned  

a “dream mountain”, and made videos with the voices from the field to show to the policy makers that 

could not attend the live meetings. Other tools used by CILs included deliberative workshops, surveys 

and personal interviews. All of these creative exercises were seen as useful ways to stimulate innovative 

thinking about agri-environmental contracts. 

We told them that they should write things in there that they want, that they think are totally 

unworkable or unrealistic [...] even if you can't imagine it now, it's definitely a long process and who knows 

what the next CAP or the one after that will be like. (CIL Lead) 

During the Contracts2.0 project, CIL leads had to adapt to the restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic. For 

some CILs, the Covid-19 provided a creative push to search for alternative methods, such as 

personal interviews with farmers or meetings in the field with small groups, which gave great results. 

Although live interaction is still preferred, online meetings also generate useful results when used 

wisely. Virtual workshops saved on transport time, were easier to organize and could be easily 

documented. The CILs used online tools such as digital Whiteboards to facilitate the discussion. In other 

cases, it was not possible to move the sessions online due to lack of digital access or technological 

challenges. The access to online alternatives and the willingness to engage online often differs between 

stakeholder groups, and can have a negative impact on the representation of the participants.  

Dealing with dynamics between CIL participants.  

Most CIL leads spoke of (surprisingly) constructive dialogues during the sessions, while there were also 

situations where certain participants were more dominant in voicing their opinion, while others did not 

speak up. Farmers in particular were perceived as more passive or felt that their personal stories were 

not as relevant, illustrated by the following quote:  

I think that [farmers] always have in mind their own experience, while other stakeholders [have] all 

the macro situations in mind. So they feel shy to press [...] their personal experiences. But this is always 

[...] very useful and interesting. But I think that they tend to leave others to talk and to be more like listeners 

at the meetings. (CIL Lead) 

Furthermore, several CIL leads mentioned that it was a challenge to unite diverging perspectives and 

create a common vision. There were differing views both between stakeholder groups, where NGOs, 

companies and farmers may have contrasting opinions, but also within stakeholder groups. For example, 

between farmers themselves, or where multiple NGOs have differing ideals. One CIL lead described it as 

“being like trains in a tunnel, we're not on the same rail, but we're going the same direction”. In a successful 

process, these differences can be expressed and discussed in a safe space, facilitated in an open attitude 

that allows the different worlds to connect. 
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 Facilitation of the CIL sessions 
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successful process, these differences can be expressed and discussed in a safe space, facilitated in an 

open attitude that allows the different worlds to connect. 

 

 

 

 

This figure shows how many out of 11 CILs (the CILs in Flanders and the Netherlands respectively 
have been taken as one), included these main stakeholder groups. 

 

 

 Lasting impact.  

 Successful participation helps to build and enhance networks that outlasts the lab’s lifespan.  

When asked directly, more than 85% of responding CIL participants (from the 5 CILs that filled in the 

online survey) agreed that the CIL allowed them to broaden their network. The importance of increased 

interaction between farmers should not be underestimated. In some regions, farmers became acquainted 

thanks to this project, and were happy to share experiences and practices with each other. This feeling 

was intensified by the extra isolation caused by the Covid-19 lockdown measures.  

I remember it was in COVID time. So even in person they didn't meet so much. And when they saw 

each other, they were asking, how are you? How is your chicken? How is it? They were so happy. To see 

each other at least online. Yeah, it was funny. Like this chit chat and small talk. They were locked in their 

houses in the dark, nights and evenings. And so it was really, really great to see. (CIL Lead) 

To encourage the networking between participants, looking beyond the ‘usual suspects’ for project 

partners (and including farmers from different fields or belonging to different farmers’ organizations) is 

therefore very valuable.  

Networking between farmers and policy makers happened during the interaction between the CIL and the 

Policy Innovation Labs (PILs). PILs were set up to assess the feasibility and relevance of the contracts  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

designed in the CILs, and if relevant, to absorb the ideas in the new agri -environmental contract 

development programs. A large majority of the CIL participants who filled in the survey found the 

interactions with the policy makers very useful. The field trips that included both farmers and policy 

makers, where they could exchange spontaneously and at their own time and rhythm, were very much 

appreciated by the CIL members. Building good connections between farmers and policy makers will no 

doubt have a positive impact on mutual trust, and possibly the development and implementation of novel 

contracts.  Such new relationships might outlive the limited lifetime of the contract innovation labs and can 

be very useful for future projects. 

 

 

If you have further questions, you may contact 

Louise Vercruysse (EV-INBO) 

louise.vercruysse@inbo.be 

 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 
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Dream big! 
Envision  

landscapes  
before contract  

design 
 

No. 9 / 10 

Positive visions about future dream landscapes can be used as a compass for 

designing future contracts. Dream farming landscapes according to 

practitioners should reconcile socio-economic viability of the farming sector 

with the provision of environmental services (such as pollination, erosion 

control, water regulation…). This means that multifunctional landscapes are 

desirable for farmers. Also, it is important to achieve social cohesion between 

the different stakeholders involved. 

 

KEY MESSAGE 

1 



 

  

 

May 2020 

The current design of agri-environmental measures is a complex process which is hindered by current 

regulations, market and political needs, and power imbalances. To counter this, a "dreaming” approach 

aims to overcome these barriers and create conditions for free thinking and envisioning without the limits 

of present regulations and constraints. Identifying desirable landscapes helps to guide a common 

understanding of the aspirations and wishes of practitioners and to find shared objectives. This approach 

facilitated discussions between stakeholders to find enablers and inhibitors for the dream landscape in the 

different territories. Indeed, it is a strategy that promotes social cohesion and provides a source of 

inspiration for future policy implementation. This information could be used in the design of new agri-

environmental contracts and its goals. 

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

Why is it important?  

2 

How to design future landscapes with practitioners? 

Thinking in terms of desirable future “dream landscapes” with practitioners has been the first stepping stone 

for the co-creation of agri-environmental contract approaches. To design future dream contracts that could 

help deliver these landscapes, a participatory scenario approach was followed. This consisted of group 

discussions about possible futures in the territories. Each group of practitioners (a CIL) envisioned their 

common dream landscape which they would like to reach by 2040. To achieve this overall aim, each case 

followed different methodologies according to their local characteristics and the stakeholders involved in 

the process. Involving farmers and other practitioners in the design of agricultural landscapes is of great 

importance, as they will be actively involved and are the ones holding local knowledge. They know their 

own areas, environmental characteristics of the land and social dynamics very well, which are crucial for 

envisioning a future adapted to the reality of the territory. 



 

 

 

 

3 

Two examples of dream landscapes where different methods were used are the Oost-Groningen CIL 

(Netherlands) and the Hautes-Pyrénées CIL (France). In the Dutch case, discussions with practitioners were 

used by an artist to develop a visualization of the dream farming landscape which was subsequently evaluated 

by the participants.  In the French case, they developed the idea of a “dream mountain” with the different local 

stakeholders. To do this, participants followed different participatory methods dynamics (e.g., participants 

were asked to close their eyes and imagine themselves in the future in their mountain).  

 

 

Examples of dream landscapes 

A description of the visualization: “The east of Groningen (Oost-Groningen) in 2040 is a heterogeneous 

landscape. The differences between the three distinct regions Oldambt, Westerwolde and Veenkoloniën 

have been preserved and magnified since 2020. In Oldambt, the focus has remained on arable agriculture. 

In Veenkoloniën, there is food production and more space for natural elements. In Westerwolde, the 

landscape is truly mixed because of the success of agricultural nature conservation in that area. In 

Westerwolde, dairy farmers and arable farmers are working together to close nutrient cycles. Primary 

production remains viable in the landscape because the farmers have realized a business model for more 

varied crop rotations. They now deliver food products for human consumption by producing plant-based 

proteins (peas, beans etc.), which have become a bigger component in the Dutch diet. This business model 

also pays them for delivering ecosystem services, on top of compensation that they get out of the Common 

Agricultural Policy. The provincial authorities of Groningen contribute to solving climate issues by planting 

woody landscape elements in Veenkoloniën and Oldambt. These woody elements create a landscape that 

is perfect habitat for (arable) farmland birds. The elements also help populations of wild bees, butterflies and 

moths (pollinators). The differences in the regions have become more pronounced because the wide open 

landscape structure of the Oldambt has been guaranteed by building only small, low thickets next to the 

ancient dyke structures. In Veenkoloniën, the habitat created by the typical landscape structure of the little 

canals and waterways is enhanced by similar thickets. Westerwolde has become a true 'mosaic' landscape. 

The agricultural nature elements that typify this area are flowerstrips” 
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Figure 1. Visualisation of the dream farming-landscape in CIL Oost-Groningen. After different workshops an 
artist translated the dream landscape vision into a picture.   

 

Description of the Hautes-Pyrénées dream mountain: “The “dream mountain” is made of a multitude of 

open environments (lawns, high meadows) and closed environments (chestnut forests, fir trees). Grazing 

contributes to the maintenance of these landscapes, including the most difficult areas. The development of 

undergrowth and isolated trees which constitute habitats for wild fauna and which contribute to the 

maintenance of the soil are controlled. The “dream mountain” is then a hotspot of biodiversity, endowed with 

a common flora and fauna enriched with many native species. The mountain is clean and the water is clear 

and plentiful. In these mountains the summer pastures are places of life closely connected with villages. 

Small and large herds of various domestic species (sheep, cows, goats, horses, donkeys) circulate in 

dedicated areas, each contributing to maintaining the environment according to a suitable grazing method 

and according to “his tooth and his digestive system”. Collective land managers coordinate the work of 

shepherds and breeders. They allow a great diversity of “local” and “outsider” mountain users (breeders, 

walkers, athletes or hunters). The sharing of this exceptional space is based on the adoption and promotion 

of common values and a dialogue based on mutual recognition of everyone's knowledge and experiences. 

The “dream mountain” is alive, dynamic. A bearer of traditions, it is also a place of progress and innovation. 

It is constantly evolving according to the climate and the redistribution of uses. Under these conditions, it 

contributes to the development of economic activities producing quality products in a healthy environment 

where the animals are well fed and in good health. It is attractive to breeders and shepherds who find good 

working conditions there, which in turn facilitates the renewal of farmer generations.” 

 



 

 

 What do dream farming-landscapes look like? 

The dream landscapes developed by the CILs contain economic, environmental, social and cultural 

dimensions, as can be seen in Figure 1. It is clear that local stakeholders see economically viable 

agriculture as crucial for the future.  Agriculture needs to be profitable in order to guarantee succession 

by a new generation of farmers. Therefore, practitioners want to reconcile economic viability with providing 

environmental services and conserving biodiversity. To achieve this, they imagine a future with an active 

role from the administration which supports the landscape via the CAP and other economic compensation 

measures. 

Dream landscapes have an important social component. Delivering a dream landscape requires an 

involvement of a broad range of local stakeholders and to develop an appropriate communication between 

them. Social cohesion should be established by adopting and promoting common values and dialogue 

based on mutual recognition of knowledge and experiences.  

Practitioners also would like to see an improvement in the quality of life of local inhabitants in the region 

and the promotion of multifunctional landscapes (e.g. the dream mountain in the French case). In order 

to do so, the whole community should get involved. The environmental component of dream landscapes 

included biodiversity, ecosystem services, heterogeneous landscapes and climate adaptation. They 

highlighted the importance of biodiversity conservation and habitat restoration and ecosystem services at 

farm and landscape levels. This will enable the long-term maintenance of ecosystem functions and 

adaptation capacity to climate change. 

In some cases, such as Örseg National Park (Hungary) and North West England (UK), the ideal 

landscapes of the future are inspired by cultural landscapes values of the past. Promoting cultural values 

linked with landscape is expected to strengthen the sense of place and regional identity, which might 

improve landscape conservation and sustainable development of the region. In France, the dream 

landscape is founded on tradition but also associated with innovation and adaptation to maintain its 

resilience in the face of climate change and accommodate the need for flexible uses.  
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Figure 2. Elements described by practitioners for their future landscapes. There are three main categories of elements: economic,  

environmental and social. 

 



 

 

 

 

  

Enablers and inhibitors to achieve the dream farming 

landscapes 

How to collectively reach the desired future is a key step to be discussed with local stakeholders. Different 

drivers of change will determine the future for the agricultural farming landscapes.  Practitioners perceived 

the political drivers and the economy and market mainly as barriers to achieving their dream landscapes 

rather than as enablers. In contrast, social and cultural values and sustainable agricultural practices and 

land use are seen as enablers to achieving objectives. This means that they cons ider that the entire local 

community and their social cohesion are essential for achieving the desired landscapes. In relation to the 

environment, the concerns of climate change and biodiversity loss are perceived as a problematic factor 

in their path towards dream landscapes. To cope with these environmental barriers, farmers will be 

adapting their practices to deal with climate change and other future external disturbances.  

 

 
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Environment

Economy & Market

Agromanagement & Land use

Social and cultural

Political, Institutional & Legal

Inhibitors Enablers

Figure 3.  Enables and Inhibitors mentioned in the CILs to reach their dream landscapes. 
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From contract  

dreaming to 

implementation:  

a road of obstacles and 

opportunities 

 

No. 10 / 10 

In Contracts2.0, practitioners and policy makers co-created 

innovative contracts which were then tested and in the best case 

implemented. The greatest enabler in this implementation process 

was the enthusiasm of local actors. The biggest challenges were a 

lack of support from administrators and difficulties embedding the 

contracts within policy frameworks. These challenges could be 

overcome by: focusing on building trust and good communication; 

reducing bureaucracy; and integrating the newly-proposed contracts 

into the EU policy. 

 

KEY MESSAGE 
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May 2020 

The Contracts2.0 project aimed to develop novel agri-environmental contracts and - where possible - to 

implement them together with practitioners in a bottom-up manner.  However, this ambitious strategy was 

not a straight-forward task. This brief, written in the last year of the four-year project, looks at the 

successes and challenges encountered by the innovation labs with regard to bottom-up contract 

development and implementation. It summarizes what was learned during the Contracts2.0 project so this 

can assist the future design of novel agri-environmental contracts by practitioners.   

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next 

generation of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the 

starting point to establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including 

mainly farmers, but also landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European 

countries. Practitioners were asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and 

existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion 

of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without claiming to be representative for the 

whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who are involved and 

interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

 Why is it important?  

The overarching, long term goals of the project were to protect and increase biodiversity and other 

ecosystem services. The CILs aimed to contribute to this goal by improving dialogue and cooperation 

between different actors, and together to design alternative or improved agri-environmental contracts. 

Each lab took a different path, some focused on local or regional level implementation, while others aimed 

for a national level policy impact, or took a value-chain approach. Another difference was the focus of 

contract development: about half of the CILs were working on developing and implementing new 

contracts, while almost all of them were (also) working on improving existing contracts. This makes it 

relatively difficult to present a clear guide for bottom-up development and implementation of (novel) agri-

environmental contracts based on the Contracts2.0 CIL experiences. However, there is certainly an 

overlap in the enablers and challenges reported by the lab leads. 
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 A diversity of approaches 

 Road towards implementation 

The road towards policy implementation is not unidirectional, and can sometimes take unexpected turns. 

It should be noted that most CILs worked on different contracts at the same time, and therefore found 

themselves in several stages of implementation (negotiation, testing, mainstreaming) at once.   

Six months before the end of the project, all CILs put a contract or a certain measure into practice. Two 

CILs considered themselves in the mainstreaming phase, where a policy instrument was formulated and 

- in the most advanced case - implemented. Eight were in the testing phase, and nine in the negotiation 

phase.   
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An example: the Madrid CIL 

The case of the Madrid CIL is a good illustration, as this CIL found itself simultaneously in 

each of the three phases (negotiation, testing, mainstreaming).  The CIL and PIL members 

were working closely together from the beginning. The Madrid CIL focused both on peri-

urban and rural farming in the fertile countryside around Madrid, an area characterized by 

Mediterranean herbaceous crops with cereals, olive groves, vineyards and horticultural 

production in the river meadows. The CIL focused both on improving existing contracts and 

designing new contracts. Quite early on, the CIL successfully managed to include land 

stewardship entities as a beneficiary in the existing Madrid Rural Development Plan. Next 

to this, the CIL developed results-based indicators for agri-environmental contracts, which 

were validated during a fieldwork session with PIL and CIL members, and then tested on 

horticultural farms. When it comes to new contracts, the CIL and PIL worked on new agri-

environmental climate measures to support crop diversification and non-productive areas for 

biodiversity. In October 2022 they were in negotiation: three proposals were made to the 

agrarian policy makers, of which only one about including land stewardship entities as 

beneficiaries was accepted. The Madrid example demonstrates how a well-working CIL, 

where participants such as farmers and land stewardship entities co-create contracts 

together, can lead to great results which materialize in different forms.  

 

PILs had a  complementary role in the project. These innovation labs were asked to reflect on the 

proposed contracts, and to provide suggestions on how to make the proposed contracts more policy 

relevant and upscalable. If contracts were well-received, the PIL could provide further support in the 

implementation and upscaling phase, or provide financial resources to start piloting. Consequently the 

PILs had a role in supporting the testing and mainstreaming of different contracts. 

However, not everything went smoothly, and the most common challenges and enablers of the 

development and implementation process are discussed below. 

 Challenges and enablers for implementation 

The graph below shows the challenges mentioned most frequently by CIL leads for the implementation of 

novel contracts. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This figure shows the most mentioned challenges by the CIL leads, in interviews and in reports.  

The largest challenge is the lack of engagement and interest of policy makers and/or political actors 

(mentioned in more than half of the CILs, and also mentioned by the PIL leads). The largest enabling 

factor mentioned is the motivation of farmers and their willingness to try out new types of contracts. There 

is, therefore, a substantial asymmetry between these two fundamental parties in the project. One CIL lead 

linked the lack of support from local policy makers to the lack of recognition of the value of local knowledge 

in policy design.  

However, as the figure above shows, the lack of interest of farmers for the new contracts is also 

mentioned as a challenge in a couple of cases. It is clear that not all farmers are the same, and their 

willingness of farmers to engage varies. It is therefore important to create a motivating environment where 

their concerns can be addressed (ref. Voices from the Field N° 8).  

To increase support from the administrative and political actors in a future project, it is likely helpful 

at the start of the participatory process to anticipate these challenges, carefully map the policy landscape 

beforehand, and invest time and effort in building strong relationships with policy makers. Furthermore, 

the collaboration between practice and policy could be improved, for instance by organizing more 

cross CIL-PIL meetings at different phases of the process. Inviting policy makers during the ‘dream’ phase 

could increase their sense of ownership over the process and the results. As was proposed in Brief N° 8, 

a frequent, clear and transparent communication that shines light on the prospects and value of the 

project, is crucial to increase and maintain engagement.  

Embedding new contracts within existing policy frameworks such as the CAP, was another difficulty 

indicated by several CIL leads. This issue could have been mediated by having more workshops 

specifically on this subject, where authorities working on European agricultural policy could give their 

perspective, and in turn help integrate the new ideas into the CAP. Pillar 2 payments in the current CAP 

offer the main opportunities for funding new contracts, but the eco-schemes in pillar 1, for instance, might 

also be designed in more innovative ways in the future CAP. Another proposal would be to create PILs at 

a European level to discuss novel contracts. The aim of these European-level PILs would be to encourage 

Member States to design and implement innovative contracts and more directly influence the CAP. They 

could perhaps also suggest ways to evaluate Member States; not on budget spent on agri-environmental 

climate measures, but on the results and inclusion of users in the design process. 
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a European level to discuss novel contracts. The aim of these European-level PILs would be to encourage 

Member States to design and implement innovative contracts and more directly influence the CAP. They 

could perhaps also suggest ways to evaluate Member States; not on budget spent on agri-environmental 

climate measures, but on the results and inclusion of users in the design process.  

Furthermore, the bureaucracy related to implementing new contracts was seen as a hindering factor. As 

specified in Voices from the field N°. 6, the administrative burden depends on the type of contract. 

Collective and results-based contracts are expected to generate less paperwork for individual farmers. To 

relieve part of the bureaucracy for farmers, policy could focus more on strengthening the intermediary 

actors and advisory system. 

Another point mentioned by the PILs is the importance of raising public support and having a 

communication strategy with consumers and companies. This also helps to secure funding for the 

contracts. 
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 Recommendations for future participatory contract 

design The figure below displays some key points (in the grey boxes) to minimize the challenges that may occur 

along the road from contract design to implementation. These are based on the obstacles mentioned by 

the CILs, complemented by suggestions from the PILs. They are split across the three “phases” of 

implementation and include action points. For a smooth journey along the path of implementation, these 

lessons learned could be integrated into future bottom-up contract design and implementation. 
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If you have further questions, you may contact 

Louise Vercruysse (EV-INBO) 

louise.vercruysse@inbo.be 

 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:   

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 

7 

https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/

