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Foreword 
The UK government recognise Green Finance to be a rapidly emerging opportunity to 
deliver landscape scale nature recovery. Nature markets will be a key component of our 
approach to fulfilling our commitment to protecting and conserving a minimum of 30% of 
land and sea for biodiversity by 2030 (30x30) and addressing the recommendations of the 
Lawton report (2010) for protected sites to be ‘Bigger, Better and more joined-up'.  The 
Natural England Recovering Nature for Growth, Health and Security strategy 2025, places 
importance on the role of nature markets for achieving these goals.  

As new markets for ecosystem services develop, it will be necessary for farmers/land 
managers to collaborate at catchment or landscape levels to attract and engage with 
investors and to reach the scale of delivery that is required. For buyers, investors and 
policy makers, aggregating supply addresses the need for scale for both environmental 
and economic outcomes. For farmers and landowners' aggregation is a key mechanism 
through which to gain access to private finance and create alternative revenue streams for 
the delivery of environmental outcomes.  

There are numerous models of aggregation emerging (for example, farmer clusters 
groups, cooperatives, Landscape Enterprise Networks, river catchment led groups, private 
sector led groups). Farmer groups have emerged as a bottom-up response to farming 
challenges, their proximity, knowledge and existing relationships with farmers and 
landowners make them uniquely positioned to act as aggregators in emerging nature 
markets. Farmer groups have the capability to facilitate and reduce the barriers to 
engagement for actors on both the demand and supply sides of nature 
markets. Recognising the important role they could play, the Social Science team at 
Natural England wanted to understand the appetite, readiness and capacity of existing 
farmer groups to take this role.  

Funded by the Social Science, Research and Development Capital Budget, the James 
Hutton Institute and the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust were commissioned by 
Natural England to explore the perceived readiness and capacity of farmer groups in 
England to be aggregators in emerging nature markets. The project had two primary 
objectives; first to characterise and develop an up-to date map of the coverage of existing 
farmer groups across England and second, using stage one as a sampling framework, 
adopt qualitative methods to understand from the perspective of group leaders, the 
perceived readiness, capacity and experience of their groups to engage with private 
finance. From this, the intention was to demonstrate the potential of farmer groups to 
attract natural capital investment, support its distribution and contribute to the delivery of 
key place-based environmental policy initiatives. 

The report itself provides insights that will help Natural England and its partners to better 
understand the role of farmer groups in nature markets and their ability to support 
emerging policy and market mechanisms intended to meet national and international 
targets for nature recovery. For example, the findings of the research will have practical 
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relevance to programmes designed to develop regional capability to secure private finance 
for the delivery of local priorities for nature including DEFRA’s Local Investment in Natural 
Capital programme (Green Finance Institute, 2025b - LINC) and regional efforts to create 
nature positive economies such as Nature North (2025).  

The findings also contribute directly to growing social science and green finance evidence 
base. The work was conducted in parallel with and compliments a second project funded 
by the same source that explores pre-existing partnerships for nature recovery in the 
marine space.  

Natural England commission a range of reports from external contractors to provide 
evidence and advice to assist us in delivering our duties. The views in this report are those 
of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of Natural England. 
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Executive summary 

Context  
The UK government recognise Green Finance to be a rapidly emerging opportunity to 
deliver landscape scale nature recovery. 

The UK government is committed to stimulating nature markets, with ambitions to mobilise 
£500m of private finance by 2027 and £1bn by 2030. The success of nature markets 
requires not only demand and investment from the private sector, but also widespread 
engagement and adoption from landowners/managers as critical supply actors.   

For farmers and landowners, aggregation is a key mechanism through which to gain 
access to private finance and create alternative revenue streams for the delivery of 
environmental outcomes. There are range of benefits of aggregation these include,  
increasing the scale of delivery, enabling investors to meet regulatory reporting targets 
more efficiently, ensuring transactions are environmentally and economically viable for 
policy makers and investors, providing insurance against non-delivery of intended 
outcomes, creating opportunities for knowledge sharing, increasing confidence of 
farmers/landowners in encouraging participation in nature markets and creating cost 
efficiencies for farmers/landowners by reducing the administrative costs for farmers of 
engaging. 

Established farmer groups are in an important position to encourage engagement with the 
nature finance market and to act as important intermediaries between groups of farmers 
and private sector buyers. By building on their existing models of aggregation, farm groups 
can leverage their trust-based relationships within their groups lowering the barriers to 
participation in nature markets for farmers and landowners.  

Aims and objectives  
The aim of this research is to explore whether and how existing farmer groups, and their 
facilitators, can play a role in supporting farmers and land managers to engage in 
emerging nature markets. Specifically, it seeks to understand if farmer groups have the 
interest and readiness to facilitate knowledge sharing, foster connections between 
suppliers and buyers of ecosystem services, and act as brokers to enable transactions 
and ultimately help stimulate the growth of nature markets in England.  

A mixed methodology research design was adopted, taking a three-stage approach. Stage 
1 sought to create a comprehensive single data set of existing farmer groups, 
consolidating information from a range of sources and supplemented by a targeted 
internet search. Stage 2 used an online survey to support the characterisation of farmer 
groups and improve understanding of their potential to engage with nature markets. In 
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Stage 3, in-depth interviews were adopted to provide nuanced understandings of the 
views and experiences of farmer groups in relation to engaging with nature markets.    

Findings  
A database of 245 farmer groups across England was compiled through comprehensive 
search processes in Stage 1, this was used as the basis for survey sampling in Stage 2. A 
total of n=28 responses were received to the online survey. The survey was designed to 
collect response in relation to three dimensions 1) farmers’ willingness to engage, 2) their 
ability to engage, and 3) their current engagement with nature markets. Analysis of the 
survey data showed that farmer groups showed a moderate level of interest in nature 
markets, driven by the potential for income diversification. However, interest is limited by 
concerns about a lack of regulation, market risks, and long-term contracts. Most groups 
have extensive experience with public funding and agri-environment schemes, which 
helps them build relevant skills. However, they have very limited experience with private 
investment and can feel unprepared to engage with private sector actors. The presence of 
a dedicated facilitator is crucial for a group's success, acting as a key intermediary to build 
trust and navigate complex requirements. However, many of these roles are part-time and 
insecurely funded, and facilitators lack legal and financial expertise. The majority of groups 
in the sample operated with informal governance structures, limiting their ability to meet 
the formal requirements of private investors.  

Stage 3 interviews illustrated that some farmer groups may be well positioned to access 
new nature markets, although it cannot be assumed that all farmer groups are completely 
‘ready to go’. Facilitators reported that they felt they cannot go too far beyond most 
members’ interests and willingness to engage at this stage, and they felt they are risk 
adverse when it comes to engaging with private finance as they are conscious of the need 
to protect the reputation, credibility and trust that they have built with their members. 
These represent key challenges that need to be addresses to support more widespread 
engagement of farmer groups with emerging nature markets.  

Recommendations 
The research highlights several key recommendations to increase farmer groups' 
engagement with nature markets. The primary recommendation is to provide specialist 
advice and support to group facilitators, as they are a crucial link for farmers. Facilitators 
will require training in areas like negotiation, communication, and funding applications, 
along with access to external consultants for legal, tax, and farm economics expertise. 
Another key recommendation is to reduce perceived risks by establishing a central hub of 
credible, government-backed information and standards. This would provide farmer 
groups with reliable information on funding sources and legal frameworks. Finally, the 
research suggests creating networking forums and cross-sectoral learning opportunities, 
such as a "Community of Practice" model, to connect farmer groups with private sector 
stakeholders and share positive case studies. These recommendations aim to build 
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confidence and provide the necessary tools for farmer groups to successfully engage in 
nature markets. 

Building on this research, future studies should focus on commissioning case studies of 
farmer groups that are actively engaging with nature markets, tracking their experiences 
and perceptions of risk over time. Additionally, researchers should monitor the 
development of different types of nature markets to better understand which factors 
influence farmer group engagement and which markets are perceived as presenting a 
greater or lesser amount of risk. 
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1 Introduction 
The UK government are committed to achieving net zero by 2050 and reversing the 
decline in nature by transforming the management of our countryside. (The Climate 
Change Act 2008, The Environmental Improvement Plan 2023). There is an estimated 
£21-53 billion funding gap in England alone between what the government have 
committed in public money and what is needed to deliver on our nature-related 
commitments (Green Finance Institute, 2021). Therefore, in addition to public funding, 
leveraging private finance and stimulating nature markets to deliver against environmental 
goals is critical. The Government’s latest Green Finance Strategy (2023) defines plans to 
mobilise £500m of private finance by 2027 and £1bn by 2030 for nature recovery, in 
addition to £50-60bn a year to meet the UK’s net zero ambitions. 

‘Nature markets’ can be defined as any situation where actors from the private sector 
(‘buyers’) pay farmers or land managers (‘sellers’ or ‘suppliers’) to adopt pro-environmental 
land management practices (Green Finance Institute, 2025a). The success of nature 
markets requires not only demand and investment from the private sector, but also 
widespread, collaborative engagement and adoption from landowners/managers as critical 
supply actors in markets. Nature markets can also be referred to as ‘ecosystem markets’, 
‘green finance’ or ‘land use finance’, for consistency herein we will be using the term 
‘nature markets’. Nature markets are also the preferred terminology used by the 
Department of Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA, 2023). 

Nature markets can encompass a wide range of activities and transactions, reflecting the 
fact that nature supports a wide range of ecosystem services and benefits to society. 
There are increasing examples of nature markets across the UK which includes but is not 
limited to; water utilities seeking to safeguard water quality via the reduction of nitrogen 
and other pollutants to meet water quality goals. There are notable examples of global 
food processors seeking to secure the sustainability of their supply chain (Rodger and 
Kendall, 2023). Although, perhaps most prominent and well-established market is for the 
sale of carbon credits, to allow buyers to voluntarily offset their carbon emissions (Hooker 
and Wentworth, 2024). Many existing sales are under the Woodland Carbon Code (2022) 
or the Peatland Code (IUCN, 2023), which provide voluntary standards to structure and 
guide contracts (DEFRA, 2023). In England, delivering Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) has 
recently become mandatory for new developments, driving a so-called compliance market 
for the sale of biodiversity units by land managers (DEFRA, 2024). We do not explore the 
diversity of examples within this report, however, for a comprehensive overview see the 
Green Finance Institute (Green Finance Institute, 2024) and HM Government (2023a and 
2023b). 

Despite these emerging examples a review published by the Ecosystem Knowledge 
Network (2023) which appraised the ‘pipeline’ of nature finance projects in the UK, found 
that many projects are in their ‘infancy’, indicating that slow progress came from difficulties 
in engaging those ‘supplying’ ecosystem services i.e. farmers and land-managers, rather 
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than partners seeking to finance or fund supply of those services. This is echoed by an 
academic analysis of uptake of the peatland code (Moxey et al. 2021).  

There are several reasons why individual farmers/landowners may be reluctant to engage 
with nature markets, some of these reasons include:  

1. Farmers/land managers can be risk adverse. Nature markets are emerging and 
have been subject to practical and philosophical critiques, impacting 
farmer/landowners appraisals of the new opportunities they present. 

2. Learning and knowledge sharing about new opportunities can be slow, particularly 
where farm advisory and extension services are fragmented.   

3. Land size. Buyers seek transactions at large/landscape scale which necessitates 
collaboration between farmers/landowners to enter nature markets.  

4. Attitudes towards collaboration vary amongst farmers/landowners and they do not 
always naturally seek collaboration particularly where there are no existing links.  

5. Nature market agreements require legal expertise and assistance that can be costly 
and therefore farmers can lack. 

This reluctance to engage, combined with the challenges of limited collaboration and 
knowledge sharing, underscores the importance of strategies that promote collaboration 
and aggregation of farmers and land managers. To date, successful projects have 
generally been shown to involve larger rather than smaller farmers/ landowners, in 
addition to some form of brokerage and/or aggregation. Parallel research on farmers and 
green finance has also identified the need to promote mechanisms that encourage the 
‘agglomeration’ of farmers/landowners to work collectively at scale to unlock nature 
markets (Green Finance Institute 2023, Green Alliance 2021). Aggregation of 
farmers/landowners is also viewed as critical in achieving the landscape scale 
transformational change necessary to meet EIP targets, whilst also providing economies 
of scale and investible propositions required by commercial actors (HM Government, 
2023a).  

This fits well with findings from academia and experiences from related fields. The idea of 
trusted intermediaries between investors and providers of ecosystem services has long 
been posited as key to success for nature markets to develop (Matzdorf et al. 2014),  
whilst facilitators have been identified as essential to all types of collaborative landscape 
scale approaches (e.g., A literature review on land managers’ collaboration for landscape 
scale agri-environmental schemes (Kuhfuss et al. 2019), has shown that “Trust-building 
typically happens through interactions over time but may be supported in the context of 
existing societies and institutions (Vesterager and Lindegaard 2012; Flanigan and 
Sutherland 2016) that act as a type of ‘bridging organisation’ and provide facilitation 
between individuals concerned (Prager et al. 2012)”. Many English farmers are used to 
working collaboratively through mechanisms such as farmer groups and clusters and there 
are a range of pre-existing groups. These existing farmer groups potentially provide a 
ready-made opportunity to work with farmers that are used to working with one another.  
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In England, these pre-existing farmer groups vary greatly in size, origins and remit (see 
section 3). Some have facilitators who help to bring farmers together and sustain group’s 
and are potentially a key influence on learning and group activities (Prager & Creaney, 
2017). Other regional or local groups offer advice and support to farmers on a range of 
topics. While farmer groups that have received funding from the Countryside Stewardship 
facilitation fund to achieve environmental outcomes stand out as an obvious option to act 
as aggregators of ecosystem services supply in nature markets (HM Government, 2023b), 
and are for this reason included in this research, less is known on the potential of other 
existing support groups. These farmer groups could provide the institutional framework to 
help aggregate and motivate land-managers to engage in nature markets even though 
they may have not been specifically established to do so.   

This research aims to explore whether and how existing farmer groups, and their 
facilitators can play a role in supporting farmers and land managers to engage in emerging 
nature markets. It focuses on groups or organisations that operate at a local or regional 
scale, and which offer business support or advice to farmers and/or which aim to achieve 
environmental objectives. Specifically, it seeks to understand if these groups have the 
interest and readiness to facilitate knowledge sharing, foster connections between 
suppliers and buyers of ecosystem services, and act as brokers to enable transactions 
and ultimately help stimulate the growth of nature markets in England.  

The research has three objectives: 

1. To comprehensively identify and map farmer groups in England that operate at 
local or regional scales by reviewing a range of existing online sources. 

2. Conduct an online survey of the identified farmer groups to characterise them and 
assess their potential to engage with emerging nature markets. 

3. Carry out qualitative semi-structured interviews with a sub-sample of farmer group 
facilitators, to gain a deeper understanding of these groups’ capability and capacity 
to support place-based environmental initiatives and to stimulate nature markets. 

The structure of this report is organised around these three objectives. Section 2 outlines 
the three-stage methodology designed to address each objective. Sections 3, 4, and 5 
then explore each objective in turn. Finally, Section 6 brings together the findings in a 
combined discussion and recommendations, followed by the report's Conclusions in 
Section 7. 

2 Research design 
To develop a more comprehensive picture of the role of farmer groups in emerging nature 
markets, an integrated three-stage approach was taken to the research design detailed in 
Figure 1 below:  



 

Figure 1: Research approach 
 

 

 

There are a broad range of farmer groups operating in England and to the best of the 
research team’s knowledge there is no unified data set that provides a compiled and up-
to-date list of all groups. Stage 1 therefore, sought to create a comprehensive single data 
set of existing farmer groups, consolidating information from a range of sources and 
supplemented by a targeted internet search (see Section 3). Inclusion and exclusion 
criteria were defined, with groups broadly included if they had more than four members 
and they provided business support to their members. The data generated was used to 
map the geographic location of the groups generated by the search process.  

Stage 2 used an online survey approach to support the characterisation of farmer groups 
and improve understanding of their potential to engage with nature markets. Stage 2 was 
also used as a mechanism for identifying and recruiting a sub-sample of participants for an 
in-depth interview, conducted in Stage 3. The in-depth interviews were intended to deepen 
our understanding of the views and experiences of farmer groups in relation to engaging 
with nature markets.    

Ethical approval for the project was sought from Natural England’s Research Ethics 
Committee. The research plan was reviewed and approved by the Committee on 1st 
November 2023 (approval code: 23033). All data were stored and processed in 
accordance with UK GDPR. 

The three stages of the research are used to structure this report. Each stage provides an 
overview of the method adopted; it details the results and considers the associated 
limitations at each stage. Sections 6 draws together the findings from each of the three 
sections, discusses and reflects on the results and provides recommendations related to 
the support needs of farmer groups, future policy and research. Finally, Section 7 provides 
conclusions from the research.  
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3  Stage 1: Identifying farmer groups 

3.1 Identifying groups  
This work package aimed to compile a dataset of existing farmer groups across England. 
The initial task was to identify farmer groups from two existing sources; the National 
Directory of Farm and Rural Support Groups produced by the Prince’s Countryside Fund 
in 2021 and the Farmer Clusters listed on the GWCT Farmer Cluster website (2019). The 
Prince’s Countryside Fund list was edited following consultation with Natural England to 
include groups which offered business advice and support and exclude those with a focus 
solely on farmer wellbeing or mental health support.  

To expand the dataset, and ensure more recently established groups were included, 
Google searches were conducted. The aggregation model types described in the Green 
Finance Institute (Green Finance Institute) report “Financing a farming transition” (2023 - 
Environmental Farmers Groups (EFG), Farmer cluster groups, Landscape Enterprise 
Networks (LENs), river catchment led groups, farmer led groups and private sector led 
groups) were used as a basis for the extended search.  

To structure the search and generate manageable numbers of relevant results, search 
terms were pre-defined. The search was conducted by region and focused on key words 
which could identify different types of groups. In practice this meant the following search 
terms were used in combination, the search terms used are listed in Table 1. Each search 
was Group Type + Region, for example, “Farmer Group South West” or “Farmer Collective 
East Midlands”. Some of these searches generated large number of results. A decision 
rule to stop viewing search results after two consecutive Google pages without relevant 
results was established.   

Table 1: Search terms used for the extended google search.  
Group type   Region  
Farmer Group  
Farmer Collective  
Farmer Association  
Farmer Cooperative  
Farmer Cluster  

England  
South West England  
South East England  
London England  
East of England  
West Midlands England  
East Midlands England  
Yorkshire and the Humber England  
North West England  
North East England  

In addition to this primary search, other aggregation model types described in the Green 
Finance Institute report were identified through more targeted searches. Catchment Based 
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Approach partnerships were found using the Catchment Based Approach initiative’s 
website.1 

Information on the three Landscape Enterprise Networks was sourced from the LENs 
website2. Environmental Farmer Groups (EFGs) and associated contact information was 
found through internal contacts at the GWCT.    

A secondary search was used to identify groups which were recipients of Farming in 
Protected Landscapes (FiPL) funding. FiPL funding supports projects which aim to 
improve protected landscapes. This funding has been offered to farmers and land 
managers in Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (ANOBs), National Parks and the 
Broads on an annual basis since 2021. Some of these groups were relatively small and 
recently started so may not have been captured by the other searches.  A list of projects 
receiving FiPL funding in 2021/2022 and 2022/2023 was obtained from the websites of 
AONBs, National Parks and the Broads. Projects carried out by groups of farmers and 
land managers were identified from these lists and included in the dataset.  

Table 1 lists farmer groups identified through primary and secondary searches that were 
deemed relevant for providing support, particularly business advice, to farmers in England.  

 

 

1 The Catchment Based Approach (2025): https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/  

2 Landscape Enterprise Networks (2024): https://landscapeenterprisenetworks.com/  

https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/
https://landscapeenterprisenetworks.com/
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Table 2: Types of farmer groups included in the final dataset 
Group type  Definition   Number of 

groups  
Agricultural Society  Regional charities that promote and 

support agriculture e.g. Yorkshire 
Agricultural Society  

5  

Farmer environmental 
cooperative (includes EFGs)  

Farmer led groups, sometimes based 
on aggregation of Farmer Clusters, 
that act as co-operatives to access 
external funds/markets e.g. 
Environmental Farmer Group  

7  

Landscape Enterprise 
Networks (LENS)  

Groups of businesses, public bodies, 
NGOs, farmers and land managers 
that work together at a landscape 
scale to deliver land management 
services  

3  

River catchment led  Multi-stakeholder groups (including 
farmers) operating at a catchment 
scale to produce a healthy water 
environment and other environmental 
benefits e.g. The Catchment Based 
Approach (CaBA)  

31  

Support/advisory/advocacy 
group  

Organisations, including charities, 
that provide business support or 
advice to farmers in a specific 
geographical area e.g. Farming and 
Wildlife Advisory Group South 
West       

63  

Facilitation funded- farmer 
groups and Farmer Cluster 
groups  

Farmer led groups working together 
with a facilitator to achieve 
environmental outcomes, sometimes 
using private and public money (e.g. 
the Countryside Stewardship 
facilitation fund)  

136  

Total  -  245   

Any groups whose inclusion was not clear were discussed with NE before exclusion. All 
groups containing fewer than four farms/members were excluded. Certain group types 
considered less likely to support green finance markets and/or too numerous to include 
were removed from the final dataset. Relevant national organisations were only included if 
they had regional representation. Contact was made through the central office to obtain 
information about their regional organisers when needed. Group types that were excluded 
from the database were:  

• Producer groups for example, orchard groups. 
• Grower co-operatives for example, the Green Pea Company.  
• Buying co-operatives such as Anglia Farmers.  
• Certification organisations. 
• Trade organisations for example, British Poultry Network.  
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• National organisations without regional representation e.g., Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA) network 

All farmer groups identified through these searches were compiled in one dataset, except 
for Countryside Stewardship facilitation funded farmer groups and groups which defined 
themselves as Farmer Clusters, which were kept in a separate dataset, the reason for this 
is outlined below. In addition to group identity, the search aimed to gather a contact name 
and contact information (email and/or phone number) for the specific group to support the 
survey implementation in the next step of the research. To facilitate the mapping of the 
groups the geographic locations of the groups were recorded. We attempted to record 
additional information about the groups where this was easily available. Information 
collected, where available, was as follows:  

• Group name  
• Group contact name (s)  
• Group contact email (s)  
• Group website  
• Group phone number  
• No. of members  
• Group area (ha) 
• Postcode  
• X (longitude)  
• Y (latitude)   

For the majority, the number of members and the total area (ha) covered by the group 
could not be found.  

Finally, the compiled dataset was cleaned. Duplicates and groups which did not fit the 
search criteria were excluded. Unique identifiers were created for each group to enable 
creation of a unique survey link for the purpose of data collection on group’s engagement 
with nature markets. This initial search yielded 109 groups, excluding Farmer Clusters.  

In the case of Farmer Clusters (bottom-up groups of local farmers led by a facilitator 
working together towards environmental objectives, often funded by the Natural England 
Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund and linked to the GWCT; GWCT, 2019) a 
separate list was created. This list comprised Farmer Clusters identified from the Farmer 
Cluster website and through the other google searches. For example, several FiPL funding 
recipients were Farmer Cluster groups. The list from the Farmer Cluster website primarily 
included groups established in 2015, 2016 and 2017. In total 136 cluster groups were 
identified through this search. Although, this is unlikely to be a comprehensive list of 
Farmer Clusters as it does not systematically include clusters established after 2018 if 
these were not identified through the Google search (for example those that do not have a 
web presence).   

A list of currently active Farmer Clusters (specifically those in receipt of countryside 
stewardship facilitation funding) and the contact details of their facilitators was sought from 
DEFRA/NE directly. However, to reduce unnecessary data sharing these groups were not 
included in our list but were sent the survey directly by NE. To avoid inadvertently sending 
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the same Farmer Cluster group the survey twice, the Farmer Cluster results from our 
search were used by GWCT and Hutton for mapping purposes only.  

3.2 Mapping Groups 
Maps were created to illustrate the geographical distribution of the farmer groups identified 
in the previous stage (See Section 3.1). To maintain anonymity, the data were aggregated 
at the ceremonial county level. These county locations were added to the cleaned dataset 
of farmer groups and the list of Farmer Clusters. As noted above, this is not a 
comprehensive list of Farmer Clusters or facilitation funded groups. 

ArcGIS, a Geographic Information System (GIS) software, was used for data visualisation. 
A base map featuring ceremonial county boundaries from OS OpenData Downloads was 
used as a basis for these maps3. County-aggregated data were displayed as a heatmap, 
highlighting the relative number of farmer groups per county. The resulting maps depict 
the overall coverage of farmer groups in England (Figure 2) and the coverage of different 
group types. There are multiple maps showing the coverage of different group types and 
these are included as an Appendix (see Appendix 1).  

 

 

 

 

3 Ordnance Survey provide OpenData geospatial datasets (2025) from OS and other data providers and 
these can be accessed here: https://osdatahub.os.uk/downloads/open  

https://osdatahub.os.uk/downloads/open
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Map 1: Map of geographical coverage of farmer groups identified through the 
project by county . See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains 
OS Data © Crown Copyright [and database right] (2021). 
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Figure 2 shows areas of greater coverage of groups in the North (Cumbria and North 
Yorkshire), South-West, and East (e.g. Norfolk, Suffolk) and to a lesser extent around 
Staffordshire. In general, the distribution of groups reflects the structure of the agricultural 
industry in England. Counties with more agricultural holdings and a greater proportion of 
the land area used for agriculture have more farmer groups (DEFRA 2025). For example, 
a larger proportion of the area of North Yorkshire and Suffolk is used for agriculture and 
these areas have more farmer groups, compared to more urban areas like Greater 
Manchester or Tyne and Wear. It may be that farmers in the regions with fewer farmer 
groups are potentially less able to access nature markets. Regions with relatively high 
numbers of agricultural holdings and few farmer groups, such as the East Riding of 
Yorkshire or Herefordshire, may require more support to allow farmers to engage in Nature 
Markets opportunities.  

4 Stage 2: Capacity to engage with nature 
markets  

Stage 2 builds directly on to Stage 1 of the research and directly addresses RQ 2. An 
online survey of the farmer groups identified in Stage 1 was conducted to characterise and 
assess their potential to engage with emerging nature markets. The analysed survey data 
also provided a robust framework from which to sample participants in Stage 3. 

4.1 Methods  

4.1.1 Survey Design 

An online survey was created to collect data on existing farmer group’s characteristics and 
potential to engage with nature markets. The survey was divided into four sections. The 
first, Respondents’ farmer group, aimed to elicit some background information on the 
participants role in the group and the group itself. The second section Resources, aimed to 
develop an understanding of the resources the group has available to them, in particular 
human resources and financial resources as previous research has suggested that both 
are important when initiating private green investment (Ecosystems Knowledge Network, 
2023). The third section, Respondent’s group and private green finance, aimed to elicit 
information on their existing experience of nature markets, confidence in their ability to 
engage with nature markets, and what future support they would like to see. This section 
started with an introduction clarifying what was meant by nature markets in this context, 
which referred to cases where non-governmental actors are willing to pay farmers for the 
adoption of pro-environmental land management practices or the provision of ecosystem 
services. Examples of this included:  

• carbon storage services to offset carbon emissions,   
• flood mitigation services through nature-based solutions,  
• biodiversity enhancement  
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• afforestation   
• reducing runoff and improving water quality. 

This introduction made clear that government funded environmental schemes and private 
investment schemes with no environmental objectives were to be excluded when 
considering responses. The final section, ‘further information’, asked respondents whether 
they were happy for their groups to be mapped with results, and if they wished to be 
contacted in the future about the work.   

4.1.2 Survey Analysis 

The survey was hosted in Qualtrics (Qualtrics, 2023); respondents data were initially 
captured there, then after the survey closed, the data was transferred to Hutton institute 
secure servers.  The responses provided a mix of quantitative and qualitative data on 
group characteristics, their capacity to engage with nature markets and their support 
needs.  

The quantitative data consisted of ordinal and categorical data. For these summary 
descriptive statistics and graphical representations were generated in Excel.  Alongside 
the descriptive statistics of responses presented in the following sections, some statistical 
chi-square tests were conducted to investigate whether there were significant associations 
between different group types and their responses to certain questions. None of these 
relationships were significant, but the sample size was small, resulting in limited power to 
detect associations.  

The qualitative data arose from open-ended questions, and where respondents had been 
given the option to describe ‘other’ responses in addition to preset categories.  These 
answers were used to understand and illustrate the quantitative data, and where 
appropriate were summarised into categories, for example, to represent the range of 
reasons described for why (or why not) respondents wished their groups to engage with 
nature markets in the future. 

To visualise the geographic distribution of the groups surveyed, we mapped them using 
ArcGIS. We did not represent the precise location of individual groups, as this would 
jeopardize confidentiality. Instead, we associated each group with its county. Those 
counties where we had several farmer groups participating were represented with stronger 
density of shading on the map; those with no farmer groups participating were shown as 
white.  We also mapped the indicators of capacity for these groups (see following 
subsection). It is important to note these are only illustrative, displaying indicator values 
only for groups who participated in the survey, rather than all regional capacity.  

4.1.2.1 Indicators of capacity 

Previous research suggests that there are several factors that are important for the 
capacity of farmers to engage with nature markets. In particular, the conceptual framework 
developed by Mills et al. (2017) is useful as it identifies three key dimensions that enable 
farmers’ engagement with environmental management. These three dimensions include 1) 

https://www.qualtrics.com/
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farmers’ willingness to engage, 2) their ability to engage, and 3) their current engagement. 
Their perceived level of readiness and interest demonstrate their willingness to engage 
with nature markets. The availability of resources, a group’s size and geographical 
coherence, integration with local communities, alignment with existing aims and its 
governance model contribute to its ability to engage with nature markets. Finally, the 
group's level of experience relevant to nature markets reflects their current engagement. 
Building on this, data collected during the survey was used to create a series of 7 
indicators aimed at addressing these three key dimensions. 

Table 3: Indicators of capacity to engage with nature markets 

Dimension  Indicator  Indicator description   

Willingness  1. Readiness 
and   interest   

  

An important dimension in a group’s intention to 
engage with nature markets is the groups own 
perception, or self-assessment, of their readiness 
(perceived behavioural control) and interest in 
engaging with these markets (Mills et al. 2017).   

Ability  2. Human 
resources  

Research suggests that the availability of trusted 
intermediaries (i.e. group facilitators) to bridge the gap 
between farmers and nature markets are important in 
enabling participation in nature markets (Matzdorf et al. 
2014; DEFRA, 2016). In particular, the role of the 
groups’ facilitator, or main advisor, is essential to foster 
collaborative action at the landscape scale (Waylen et 
al. 2023). In addition, trust has been shown to a be a 
key factor affecting farmers’ willingness to collaborate 
around environmental objectives and dedicated group 
facilitators can help to generate trust and reduce the 
uncertainties associated with participation in nature 
markets (Kuhfuss et al. 2019).   

Ability  3. Group size and 
spatial coherence  

Research indicates that farmers will need to aggregate 
together to reach the scale of delivery required by 
buyers in nature markets (Green Finance Institute, 
2023, HM Government, 2023a and 2023b). Size and 
the spatial coherence of farmer groups can offer 
advantages but also present challenges for engaging 
with nature markets. Larger farmer groups may have 
increased access to nature finance as they are able to 
provide ecosystem services at the scale required by 
nature markets’ buyers (Green Finance Institute, 2023). 
Larger groups may, however, be more difficult to 

https://www.greenfinanceinstitute.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/GFI-Financing-a-Farming-Transition.pdf
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Dimension  Indicator  Indicator description   

manage and facilitate. Smaller groups may be 
beneficial for developing social cohesion and enabling 
collaboration between group members although be 
limited in their ability to deliver at scale (Highland Good 
Food Partnership 2023). In addition, many ecosystem 
services for nature markets require collaboration at a 
coherent geographical scale (e.g. a catchment area or 
an area of specific biodiversity interest), therefore the 
geographical coherence or spread of farmers belonging 
to the group can be important for investment 
opportunities (Ecosystems Knowledge Network, 2023).  

Ability  4. Group aims and 
services  

  

Engagement with nature markets will be aided if 
farmers are supported to engage through the 
aggregation and provision of services that include; 
assessing opportunities, negotiating trades, providing 
market intelligence, technical expertise and advice, 
stakeholder engagement and knowledge sharing and 
networking opportunities. Farmer groups and 
specifically, cluster groups are recognised to provide a 
pre-existing framework for collaboration between 
farmers and other stakeholders and the potential to 
provide the services needed to help its members 
participate in nature markets Green Finance Institute, 
2023).  

Ability  5. Governance 
model  

  

Formalized governance/legal structures influence a 
group’s ability to effectively engage with nature 
markets. They act to increase investor confidence and 
the attractiveness of propositions to potential investors 
by demonstrating accountability, transparency, 
reducing risk and increasing trust (Green Finance 
Institute, 2023). A lack of a formalised governance 
structure is seen as a barrier to effective engagement 
with nature markets (Ecosystems Knowledge Network, 
2023).    

Ability  6. Groups’ 
integration in local 
communities  

  

Farmer groups which are well connected to other 
stakeholders in the local area, have an increased 
capacity to engage with nature markets due to 
enhanced local relationships and shared knowledge of 
the area. Well established farmer groups have the 

https://ecosystemsknowledge.net/hubs/nature-finance-learning-hub/nature-finance-review-2023/
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Dimension  Indicator  Indicator description   

necessary knowledge and expertise to identify potential 
market opportunities, the capacity to bring together 
land from multiple farms to increase the scale at which 
projects can be delivered. Leveraging existing 
infrastructure and the trust of group members can 
make it easier to negotiate and quicker to implement 
projects (Green Alliance 2021).   

  

Current 
Engagement  

7. Group’s 
experience relevant 
to nature markets  

  

The experience of farmer groups and skills of those 
working to bridge the gaps between nature markets 
and farmers are important when developing capacity to 
engage with nature markets, particularly environmental 
knowledge, business skills, and those related to 
facilitation (DEFRA, 2016). Prior experience of nature 
markets both positive and negative can also influence 
engagement with nature markets. Positive previous 
experience in agri-environment schemes or observing 
the positive impacts can increase confidence and 
willingness to engage. Negative experiences 
associated with failed outcomes or administrative 
burdens or the lack of perceived benefits can act as a 
barrier to engagement and make farmers or 
landowners sceptical.   

 

4.1.3 Survey Sample and Limitations 

In mid-November 2023, 109 invitations to participate in the online survey were sent by 
GWCT via email to farmer groups included in the database developed in Stage 1 and who 
had public addresses listed. The invitation was aimed at individuals within the group or the 
organisation who engage with farmers and provide them with support and/or advice. At the 
end of November 2023, a reminder email was sent by The James Hutton Institute to those 
who had previously received the initial invitation but had not yet completed the survey. In 
January 2024, follow up phone calls were made to those that had received the first two 
invitations to participate in the survey but who had not yet responded. The purpose of 
these calls was to give a gentle reminder of their invitation to participate, and to ask 
whether they had any questions about the survey. A third and final email reminder was 
sent by The James Hutton Institute to those who had not yet completed the survey 
towards the end of January 2024, to give notice before the close of the survey.  
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Farmer groups receiving Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Funding were excluded 
from these invitations this was to avoid potential participant fatigue, as it was known that 
they were involved in research being led by NE. Instead, an internal team within the 
Greener Farming and Fisheries portfolio at NE sent out an invitation on the 1st December, 
with a prompt sent on 19th December.  

The survey was created using the online survey software Qualtrics (Qualtrics, 2023) a 
word version of the survey can be found in Appendix 2, and respondents completed the 
survey online. After reading the information in the invitation emails, respondents clicked a 
link in the invitation which took them directly to the survey 

Of the 109 groups contacted by the GWCT, 102 respondents clicked the link to take them 
to the first page of the survey (94%). 22 of the 109 completed the survey (20%), and 14 
started the survey but didn’t finish (13%).  NE sent out survey invitations to a list of 220 
Group Facilitators, however only 81 of these groups were funded at the time of invitation, 
with the remainder either using their own resources, Landscape Recovery funding or no 
longer working together as a group. Amongst the 81 funded groups contacted that are 
known to be active, 12 started (15%), and 6 completed the survey (7% completion rate, for 
funded groups, but 2.7% completed surveys out of the 220 facilitators which were 
contacted).   

As per ethics, any respondent who started but did not complete the survey was assumed 
to have withdrawn, and their data excluded from analysis.   There were 11 unique 
respondents who clicked consent box. However, of these, only 6 provided information to 
any of the subsequent questions, up to the survey question (What is your farmer group’s 
legal structure?’). After that they drop off at different points; with the furthest point reached 
being two respondents who answered the question “What type of services does your 
farmers’ group provide its farmers? “, the last question in part 1 of the survey (see 
Appendix 2).   

The response to the survey was lower than anticipated and lower than what would have 
been desirable to enable statistical and spatial analysis, as well as the generalizability of 
the findings. The intention was that the survey data could be analysed to support the 
characterisation of farmer groups in England and assess their individual and collective 
capacity to engage with nature markets. The data was to be transformed into heat-maps to 
visually illustrate the above and identify gaps in national coverage and capacity to engage 
with nature markets. However, the low response rate meant that it was not possible to 
conduct the statistical and spatial analysis necessary to create these maps.  

There are several reasons why response was low. First, research fatigue may have been 
an issue, with farmers’ clusters being increasingly asked to participate in research projects 
over the past few years. Second, the survey responses that we did get suggest that many 
in these roles are working part time, this combined with the time of year that the data 
collection occurred (December-January 2024/25) may have meant emails were not being 
checked. Finally, the length of the survey may also have resulted in higher-than-expected 

https://www.qualtrics.com/
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level of non-completion and be a factor in participants starting but not completing the full 
survey. 

The results that follow in Section 4.2 are largely a descriptive analysis of the survey results 
that represent the views of a limited number of farmer groups in England. However, they 
are of illustrative of the types of groups operating in England and indicative of the 
characteristics which make some more prepared than others to engage with nature 
markets. The analysis also provides a framework for the identification of groups engaged 
with nature markets for subsequent in-depth interviews conducted in Stage 3.  

4.2 Results 
The indicators of capacity to engage with nature markets presented in Table 3 are used to 
frame the presentation of the survey results. Before this we provide an overview of the 
characteristics of the sample that responded to the survey.   

The survey results presented here give a snapshot view of responses in relation to the 
indicators, and they provide a framework for the identification of interviewees for Stage 3 
of the research. In Stage 3 qualitative in-depth interviews with group facilitators were 
conducted to elaborate on the survey result and explore in more depth the nuance 
surrounding group interactions with nature markets.  

4.2.1 Group Characteristics  

In total, 28 complete responses were used for the subsequent analysis. Figure 3 shows 
the geographical spread of these 28 responses across England (by county). Most 
responses were in counties where higher numbers of farmer groups were identified during 
the search phase (see Figure 2), though with slightly less representation of the eastern 
part of England (for example, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Essex and Kent).   
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Map 2: Map displaying the number of responses received to the survey per county. 
See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains OS Data © Crown 
Copyright [and database right] (2021). 
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Most respondents represented Farmer Cluster groups or organisations that support 
farmers as individuals. Three participants belonged to environmental farmer groups, and 
one a CaBA catchment partnership4 (see Table 2). Where respondents selected that they 
belong to ‘other’ groups, responses here referred to:   

• Two charities  

• An advisory organisation   

• A community interest company  

• A local network group  

Table 4 Summary of group types  
Group type   Region  
Farmer Group   England   

 Farmer Collective  South West England  
 Farmer Association  South East England  
 Farmer Cooperative  London England  
 Farmer Cluster  East of England  
 West Midlands England  
 East Midlands England  
 Yorkshire and the Humber England  
 North West England  
 North East England  

The invitation to participate specifically asked for those who engaged with farmers and 
offered support and/or advice to complete the survey, and most respondent did have that 
role (15 group leads/chairs, 6 facilitators or advisors). Only 3 of the 28 respondents also 
indicating that they were group members. These groups were initiated largely by charities 
and NGOs (11 groups) and farmers and land managers themselves (8 groups). Only 1 
group was initiated by the private sector, and 2 by the local community.  

Many groups had been recently created, 7 groups had been formed between 2015 and 
2019, and 9 since 2020. In contrast to this 2 were historical groups which had been 
operational for over 100 years. The history of collaboration amongst farmers in the groups 
was mixed. 14 groups had no history of collaboration prior to the conception of their group, 
and 13 had either some or a long history of collaboration between farmers. 

 

 

4 The Catchment Based Approach (2025b) embeds collaborative working at a river catchment scale and 
brings together a range of stakeholders including farmers and land managers to protect water environments 
(see https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/about/)  

https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/about/
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Most groups included multiple farm types with, for example, a combination of cropping, 
livestock, and horticulture. Seven groups included only one type of farm system, 2 groups 
specialised in crop production, and 5 groups in grazing livestock. Responses suggested 
that all farms in the groups were commercial farms, although two participants did not 
respond to the question.  

4.2.2 Indicator 1. Readiness and interest in nature markets 

The farmers groups in this sample were shown to have a moderate level of interest in 
engaging with nature markets with 11 of the 28 respondents expressing this view. A much 
lower number of participants classified themselves as being ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ interested 
(7 and 6 participants respectively). Perhaps unsurprisingly given the nature of this 
research no groups indicated that they were ‘not at all Interested’ in engaging with nature 
markets. Groups with dedicated facilitators showed generally higher levels of readiness 
and interest in nature markets and this was indicated by them more frequently selecting 
the ‘moderately interested’ response option.  

Open ended questions were included to understand participants appetite for engaging with 
nature markets in the future. Responses were grouped and common reasons cited by 
respondents for why they would like their groups to engage with nature markets in the 
future. Reasons included: 

• The existence of multiple different investment opportunities to diversify incomes 
• Need for farmers to make up income losses  
• Opportunities it provides farmers to support changes to farming and land use 
• Potential for grants for funding of the group/facilitator roles 

Participant were also given the opportunity to explain the reasons why they might not 
engage with nature markets in the future these included:  

• Facilitators’ concern about lack of regulation of nature markets 
• Facilitators’ responsibility as group advisors 
• A perception of the markets still being relatively new and risks this may bring 
• Not wanting private investment to be main aim of the farmer groups 

The moderate interest expressed in relation to readiness to engage with nature markets 
can be explained by what the participants perceived to be the advantages of and the 
barriers to engagement with nature markets.  

Based on the literature, participants were provided with a list of possible barriers that might 
prevent their group from engaging with nature markets. From this, the most prominent 
barriers to engagement with nature markets were identified and are shown in Figure 4. 
Key barriers identified by participants included the lack of clear legal framework, followed 
by commitment/contract length, the perceived risk involved, and tax implications. To a 
lesser degree, a lack of trust towards private investors, payments being perceived as too 
low, the incompatibility of food production with environmental objectives and the lack of 
potential investors, were also perceived as barriers to the groups’ engagement with nature 
markets. Lack of confidence in the environmental benefits attained from nature markets of 
these investments was the lowest ranked barrier.  
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Respondents were given the opportunity to add any additional barriers they felt prevented 
them from engaging with nature markets and the following barriers were identified:  

• Long contracts  
• New markets and associated uncertainty  
• Need for better governance of the markets 
• Feeling offers may be better in future 
• Different objectives and farming situations 
• Lack of awareness and information 

The groups’ capacity to identify management practices or land use changes that could be 
implemented by farmers within the group, to respond to demands from nature markets 
was rarely identified as a barrier. Most participants indicated they were confident in their 
group’s capacity to identify potential opportunities for change in land management 
practices across carbon storage, flood mitigation, water quality improvement and 
biodiversity enhancement that would be of potential interest to private investors.  



 

 

 

Figure 2:Factors preventing nature market investment. Number of responses to each option shown in graph.
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4.2.3 Indicator 2. Human resources 

The availability of human resources within farmer groups significantly influences their 
capacity to engage with nature markets. In particular, the role of the facilitators or group 
advisors has been shown to be important (Waylen et al. 2023). Groups with a facilitator 
are better positioned to engage with nature markets because these advisors act as vital 
intermediaries. They can help coordinate group activities, interpret complex regulatory and 
market requirements, and act as critical "translators" of complex financial and 
environmental mechanisms into actionable terms for farmers (Green Finance Institute, 
2023a). This support extends to bridging knowledge gaps, building farmer confidence, and 
fostering trust between the group and external stakeholders, which is essential given 
uncertainty in emerging markets (Green Finance Institute, 2024; Khan et al., 2024). 
Facilitators also aid with project delivery, and can support completion of Measurement, 
Reporting, and Verification (MRV) protocols5, ensuring regulatory compliance. This can 
enhance a group’s overall effectiveness and credibility while reducing administrative 
burdens and transactional costs for individual group members (Green Finance Institute, 
2023 

Among the 28 survey respondents, 17 groups reported having a dedicated facilitator or 
advisor, all of whom are employed by their respective groups. Only four facilitators in the 
sample held full-time positions within their groups, while the remaining 13 reported to work 
part-time. Those in part time roles were on average employed for 1.25 days per week 
(ranging from 0.5 to 3.75 days each week). Most facilitator roles were not permanently 
funded, with only two reported as permanent positions: others were supported by time-
limited funding, averaging 5.1 years in duration (ranging from 2.5 to 14 years).  
Respondents’ had also been asked to rate their confidence in securing future funding, by 
moving a sliding scale from ‘not confident at all’ (0) to ‘very confident’ (100).  These 
answered varied considerably (Figure 5), with the majority of answers around the midpoint 
between zero and high confidence. Nobody expressed no confidence: the lowest score 
given was 25, whilst the highest score given was 100, by a respondent who also had 
reported the longest duration of current funding. 

 

 

5 Monitoring, Reporting and Verification (MRV) protocols underpin climate finance and carbon markets. They 
are a standardized framework for tracking, reporting and validating climate related actions. They ensure 
transparency, accountability and trust in climate mitigation efforts by enabling measurable results to be 
linked to investments (Mercer, 2023).   
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Figure 3: Respondents’ confidence in their group's ability to secure funding for the 
facilitator/advisor's role in the longer term. 

Two questions sought to understand how long funding has been secured for the groups 
facilitator/advisor’s role (in working years) and understand the facilitators level of 
experience of working in the local area, with farmers and their specific group. The 
responding groups situations vary widely. Some groups are well-positioned, with 
experienced facilitators likely to remain in their roles. This is likely to enhance trust in the 
facilitator and stability of the group. Conversely, other groups employ newer facilitators 
with less experience and uncertain job security, potentially limiting their ability to build 
long-term relationships and support collaboration on environmental goals or participation 
in green finance markets. 

Participants were also asked to indicate what they felt were the main strengths and areas 
of expertise of their group's facilitator/advisor. Commonly reported strengths were in the 
areas of facilitation, funding knowledge, and ecological expertise. Previous research has 
highlighted that trust-building, environmental knowledge, and financial literacy in linking 
farmers with nature markets are critical skills for supporting farmer groups and engaging 
with nature finance (DEFRA, 2016). 

This question also indicated potential areas for development that would enable 
facilitators/advisors to better support farmer groups to engage with emerging nature 
markets. Additional support was highlighted to be needed particularly in the following 
areas; tax and legal issues, farm economics, and negotiation skills. Developing group 
facilitator/advisor knowledge and experience in these subjects is essential for them to be 
able to navigate the complex contractual arrangements involved in participation in nature 
markets and ensure fair and sustainable outcomes for their group members. 
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4.2.4 Indicator 3. Group size and geographical coherence 

The size of groups and geographical location of members can be advantageous but also 
represent challenges to engagement with nature markets. From this sample it was 
challenging to establish a coherent picture of group size and geographical dispersal of 
members. Twelve respondents (just under half) were unsure about the area covered by 
their group and of those who did respond there was considerable variation in group size 
reported. Respondent group sizes ranged significantly from 8 to 680 members, with one 
national organisation with regional representation engaging with more than 10,000 
farmers. The average area covered by a group was large (mean 21,369 hectares) but 
there was a significant range reported. In total, the range reported was between 8-
200,0000 hectares with 4 groups reporting to cover more than 10,000 hectares. 

Respondents were asked how group members were arranged geographically; whether 
they were close together in a coherent geographical area, or whether they were more 
dispersed spread out at either the county, regional, or national level. Again, the low 
response rate meant that the amount of insight that was possible to obtain from this 
analysis was limited. A general trend from the data indicated that in Southern England for 
both large and smaller groups, group members appear to be in contiguous areas. In 
contrast, groups located in the West Midlands appear to be more geographically 
dispersed, which could potentially make engagement with nature markets more 
challenging for these groups.  

4.2.5 Indicator 4. Group aims 

The survey asked participants to rank the top 3 aims of their farming group. The aim of this 
question was to broadly understand the nature of the services offered by farmer groups to 
their members. The most frequently cited and highly ranked aims of the farmer groups in 
this sample included, ‘achieving environmental objectives’, ‘agronomic practices’, 
‘business and farm economics support and advice’. A follow up question was asked to 
understand the nature of the services provided by farmer groups to its members. Business 
management and farm economics advice, and the provision of agronomic and ecological 
advice were the most common services reported to be provided. The provision of business 
management, economics and ecological advice and services are particularly valuable in 
supporting farmers to engage with nature markets helping members to identify new 
investment opportunities. Ecological advice is critical as it helps farmers to understand 
their land’s ecological capacity and helps them to identify appropriate projects and 
manage their land accordingly. This also helps give confidence to market actors that 
projects will deliver environmental benefits and not result in unforeseen negative 
consequences (Green Finance Institute, 2025a).  

The survey also sought to understand the role that participants saw their group playing in 
supporting their members to engage with nature markets. Nineteen participants identified 
a role for their group in designing interventions to match market demand for specific 
environmental outcomes, as well as applying for public funding and blended funding 
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options on behalf of their members. A further 12 participants saw a role for their group in 
negotiating with potential private sector buyers and investors. This highlights an appetite 
amongst the respondents to take an active role in developing propositions and engaging 
directly with investors to establish trades. Eight respondents selected ‘other’ as an option. 
An open ended follow up question was used to explore what roles in addition to options 
provided the group saw for themselves. Similar responses were grouped and included the 
facilitation of relationships between farmers and investors, the provision of advice and 
learning opportunities, and sharing of information amongst members. Far fewer groups 
saw their role being to provide legal support and advice to farmers (5 respondents). This 
may indicate less specialist knowledge and capacity to provide legal advice to members 
and be an area where farmer groups may need targeted support.  

4.2.6 Indicator 5. Governance model 

Bringing together group members to engage with nature markets opportunities requires 
governance principles to guide the formation of an initiative, ensure transparency, agree 
communication and foster shared commitment, and accountability to members (Jennings 
et al, 2015). The approach that farmer groups may take to governance can vary 
significantly, from formalised legal frameworks at one end of the spectrum to more informal 
arrangements at the other. For any transaction via nature markets it is, therefore, 
important to establish governance principles. Groups may have existing governance 
structures in place that can be embedded and support engagement with nature markets, 
or they may need to establish new legal entities, specific to new nature projects. When 
setting up projects, groups should be encouraged to reflect on governance mechanisms at 
their disposal and consider whether these are appropriate to scale of the project and 
support the objectives and requirements of the project (Green Finance Institute, 2023).  

Some groups may prefer informal arrangements for their perceived flexibility and simplicity 
whilst formal legal structures, such as cooperatives or limited liability entities, can offer 
advantages for engaging with nature markets (Green Finance Institute, 2024). These 
advantages include enhanced legal and administrative capacity, limited liability for parties 
involved, and the structured financial reporting and compliance mechanisms that are often 
prerequisites for attracting private investment (UK Nature Markets Dialogue, 2024). These 
features can be particularly important for complex projects with multiple stakeholders. 
Informal structures, conversely, face inherent limitations in securing substantial external 
financing due to issues of liability, trust, and a lack of formalised processes.  

There is some evidence to show that the presence of a dedicated facilitator or advisor and 
formalised membership helps to support farmer group governance and learning (Prager & 
Creaney, 2017). This can structure decision-making processes, help establish clear roles, 
responsibilities and processes and create a sense of accountability and commitment 
among stakeholders, which may be attractive to private investors.  

Within this sample, 19 groups reported to operate without formal legal structures, with only 
8 currently operating with formal legal status. Seventeen groups had a dedicated facilitator 
or advisor, 10 groups required formal membership, 4 were governed by a board, and 3 
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were represented by a lead farmer. When the groups were managed by a board, the most 
prominent members were farmers, followed by representatives of the local community, 
environmental organizations, food chain actors, and regulatory bodies.  

These findings indicate a significant reliance on informal structures among the farmer 
groups, which, while offering flexibility, inherently limits their capacity to engage with the 
formal processes and stringent requirements of nature markets. However, the notable 
presence of facilitators within many of these groups suggests a crucial mitigating factor, as 
facilitators can be key to bridging knowledge gaps, building trust, and navigating complex 
market demands. This highlights that while formalisation is a key enabler for accessing 
nature markets, effective facilitation can enhance the readiness and credibility of even less 
formally structured groups. This reinforces the need for continued support for developing 
robust governance alongside investment in facilitators to unlock the full potential of nature 
markets for groups and their members.  

4.2.7 Indicator 6. Group connections 

Collaboration between farmers and landowners and wider actors through established 
connections and networks are recognised to be fundamental to participation in nature 
markets. Networks provide a platform for knowledge sharing, they can strengthen shared 
understandings about conservation significance, leading to collective action and increase 
access to resources. It is through networks that farmers/landowners can build common 
understandings of emerging market opportunities, aggregate the supply of land, which 
enables access to larger more lucrative markets that may not be accessible to individual 
farmers (Zammit, 2013). Strong farmer networks have been shown to result in positive 
outcomes for nature due to collective commitment making, and their ability to promote a 
sense of collective efficacy (Mills et al., 2021). 

Respondents were asked to indicate the composition of their farming group; this was 
followed by a question that sought to explore how well connected they considered their 
group to be to a range of actors that may be associated with nature markets.  

Thirteen of the 28 groups indicated that their membership extended beyond the farmers 
that comprise their membership body, to include environmental charities, NGOs and other 
land managers. For 6 groups, this also included local businesses and for 4 groups this 
extended to members of the wider community. These results suggest that over half of the 
groups in this sample are well connected to other stakeholders in the local area, which 
may increase their capacity to engage with nature markets due to enhanced local 
relationships and shared knowledge of the area.  

In addition, most of the groups state being connected to some key actors of the nature 
market sector (Figure 6), including environmental institutions and NGOs and public and 
regulatory bodies. They were least connected to ‘other private actors who may benefit 
from green investments in farming’ and ‘food chain actors,’ suggesting these may be areas 
to focus relationship building. 



 

 

  

Figure 4: Connections. Number of responses to each option shown in graph.  
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4.2.8 Indicator 7. Group’s experience relevant to nature markets 

Prior experience of public or private investment for the delivery of nature related outcomes 
can be a factor that positively or negatively influences attitudes, perceptions and 
engagement with nature markets (Hurley et al 2022). To assess this, a series of questions 
were asked that sought to understand the nature of funding received by the groups to 
support group functioning. In addition, the level of prior engagement of group members 
with the publicly funded agri-environment schemes and, whether groups had received 
funding from the private sector to support the delivery of environmental outcomes, and 
through which mechanisms funding was received.  

The following were identified as key sources of funding received to support the groups 
functioning.  

• Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund n=14 
• Philanthropic funding (charitable trusts and individual) n=9 
• Sponsorship by relevant companies (for example, seed merchants) n=9 
• Farmer contributions n=8 
• Natural environment investment readiness fund (NEIRF) grant n=3 
• Other n=12  

A significant proportion of respondents identified additional sources of funding that were 
not pre-defined in the survey. These ‘other’ sources included a range of public funding 
streams including those from the Environment Agency; Farming in Protected Landscapes 
(FiPL); Landscape Recovery scheme and via the National Park. In addition to this funding, 
groups reported to receive funding from local authorities and church groups, group 
membership fees and funding from utilities companies including water companies.  

Experience engaging with publicly funded agri-environment schemes has been identified 
to be a pre-cursor to engagement with nature markets (Mills, 2019). Involvement with 
publicly funded schemes can support farmers and landowners to develop knowledge, 
skills and the infrastructure to participate and benefit from emerging nature markets. The 
survey therefore sought to identify the number if groups in receipt of funding from publicly 
funded agri-environmental schemes including Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS) as 
well as the proportion of farmers within groups that have had agreements under such 
schemes.  

At a group level, 14 had received CSS facilitation funding for their group, making this fund 
the most common source of funding for the groups. Participants were asked to indicate 
what percentage of their membership had previously been enrolled in CSS or other 
government-funded agri-environment schemes. Across the sample this ranged between 
40 and 100 percent of group members, although there was a low variation between group 
type.   

Given the focus of this research on private investment for nature recovery the survey 
asked groups to indicate whether they had previously received green investment from the 
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private sector, with a follow-up question used to identify the mechanism through which 
private investment had been obtained. Only 5 of the 28 groups that responded to the 
survey had received private investment specifically for the attainment of environmental 
outcomes. In these cases, private funding was received through transactions with water 
and utility companies and funded through Biodiversity Net Gain.  

Understanding participant perspectives relating to which farmer groups they feel are most 
well positioned and have the relevant experience to facilitate engagement with nature 
markets was also explored through the survey. Nearly half (13 of 27) of the participants 
responding to this question selected farmer cluster groups; 4 selected farmer 
cooperatives; 4 selected catchment groups, whilst 1 respondent choose farmer buying 
groups and 1 other nominated FWAG. Additionally, 2 respondents believed that all farmer 
group types (see Table 2) would be suitable, whilst 2 other respondents said they were not 
sure what type of group would be best placed to act as a bridging organisation.  Two thirds 
of these respondents (18) felt that groups other than or additional to their own would be 
better placed to act as bridging organisations to support nature markets, whereas 9 
respondents considered their own group type would be best.  The open text explanations 
that accompany these answers indicate that trust, experience and history of collaboration 
were regarded as the most important reasons behind the types of group nominated, as 
well as the geographical coverage at landscape or catchment scale. 

4.2.9 Support and information needs to engage with nature markets 

Uncertainty surrounding nature markets is identified as a primary barrier preventing 
farmers and landowners from engaging with nature markets (see indicator 1 Section 4.2.2. 
Readiness to Invest in Nature Markets). Market uncertainty contributes directly to the level 
of confidence farmers and landowners have in engaging with emerging nature markets 
and can be a key barrier to participation (Barkley et al., 2022). Increasing the provision of 
information, support and training is one way of increasing farmer and landowner 
confidence and trust and therefore willingness to engage with emerging nature markets 
(Green Finance Institute, 2023). Respondents were asked to indicate what support and 
information their group would need to enable them to further engage with private sector 
investments for the delivery of nature outcomes. The survey included a list of possible 
topic areas, and participants were asked to identify where they felt their groups required 
additional information, support or training to enable them to engage with nature markets. 
There was a general level of consensus that further information, support and training was 
necessary across all topic areas. Although, a particular need for support in relation to the 
following topic areas emerged:  

• Information on potential private funding sources  
• Farm economics 
• The tax implications of entering transactions with private investors 
• Legal advice,  
• Networking opportunities with key private investment actors 
• Support with developing funding applications 
• Ensuring compliance with environmental regulations.  
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From this question it was possible to explore what format group facilitators would like the 
support and information needs identified to take. This highlighted a prominent role for 
external consultants with specialist knowledge to support farmer groups with tax, legal 
advice, and guidance relating to farm economics. 

4.2.10 Stage 2: Summary  

Survey results helped characterise farmer groups and assess their capacity to act as 
bridging organisations between farmers and nature markets. However, the response rate 
obtained to online survey (n=28) limits the ability to extrapolate results beyond this sample.  

Farmers' groups in the sample showed a moderate interest in engaging with nature 
markets, driven by the potential for income diversification and grants which could support 
the groups themselves. However, this was tempered by significant concerns about a lack 
of regulation, market risks, and the long-term nature of contracts. Despite these barriers, 
the groups expressed confidence in their ability to identify land management opportunities 
that would be attractive to investors. 

The presence of a dedicated facilitator is crucial for farmer groups engaging with nature 
markets. Facilitators act as key intermediaries, helping to interpret complex market 
requirements and building trust with external partners. While most groups in the sample 
had a facilitator, many of these roles were part-time and insecurely funded. This highlights 
the need for continued support and investment in these roles, as well as developing 
facilitators' skills in areas such as farm economics and legal issues. 

Group size and geographical coherence can both support and hinder engagement with 
nature markets. While some of the groups which responded to this survey, especially in 
Southern England, are geographically concentrated and so potentially a more attractive 
proposition for investors in nature markets, others, particularly in the West Midlands, are 
more dispersed, which may pose logistical challenges. Group sizes and land coverage 
varied widely in the sample, and limited data made it difficult to draw firm conclusions. 

The primary aims of the farmer groups in the sample are to support environmental 
outcomes, agronomic practices, and farm business management. These services, 
especially ecological and economic advice, are key enablers for engaging with nature 
markets. Many groups also see themselves playing active roles in designing interventions, 
securing funding, and negotiating with investors, though fewer offer legal support, 
highlighting a potential gap in expertise that may need addressing. 

Governance models strongly influence farm groups' ability to engage with nature markets. 
Formal legal structures like cooperatives offer advantages such as legal protection, 
financial transparency, and credibility with investors, while informal models limit access to 
funding and formal processes. Most groups in the sample operate informally, but the 
presence of facilitators helps bridge gaps in capacity and trust. Strengthening governance 
and facilitator support is key to unlocking nature market opportunities. 
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Strong group connections and networks are key to successful engagement with nature 
markets. Over half of the surveyed groups include members beyond farmers, such as 
NGOs, environmental charities, and local businesses, enhancing access to resources and 
shared knowledge. While most groups are well connected to public and environmental 
bodies, fewer have ties to private sector actors and food chain stakeholders, suggesting 
areas for future relationship-building. 

Prior experience with public and private funding for environmental outcomes influences 
farm groups' readiness to engage with nature markets. Most groups have received public 
funding, especially through the Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund and many have 
participated in agri-environment schemes, which help build relevant skills and 
infrastructure. However, only a few have accessed private investment, and many feel 
other group types (like Farmer Clusters) may be better positioned to act as intermediaries, 
citing trust, experience, and landscape-level coordination as key factors. 

Uncertainty around nature markets is a major barrier to farmer engagement, and 
respondents highlighted a strong need for more support, training, and information. Key 
areas identified include private funding sources, farm economics, tax and legal 
implications, regulatory compliance, and networking with investors. External consultants 
with specialist knowledge were seen as crucial to helping groups navigate these complex 
topics and build confidence in participating in nature markets. 

5 Stage 3: Exploration of farmer groups’ roles 
Addressing research question 3. and to build directly on the insights generated from the 
survey in Stage 2, in Stage 3, qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted with a 
sub-sample of farmer group facilitators. The aim of the in-depth interviews was to gain a 
deeper understanding of these groups’ capability and capacity to support place-based 
environmental initiatives and to stimulate nature markets. N=9 interviews were conducted, 
and in-depth interview protocols were specifically designed to elicit the views and 
experiences of farmer groups in relation to accessing and engaging with nature markets.    

5.1 Methods: interviews 

5.1.1 Protocol development  

Following the survey an in-depth interview protocol was designed to elicit understanding 
from the perspectives of the leaders of farm groups in relation to the following:  

• What fosters motivation to consider nature markets and other private investment 
opportunities,  

• what builds confidence to access or participate in new private sector investments 
and nature markets,  

• what enables collaboration between members,  
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• the role of facilitators in accessing new nature markets and. 
• reflections and learnings from experience of participation in nature markets.    

The broad topic areas outlined above, are represented in the sections of the in-depth 
interview protocol, with each section including questions and prompts designed to elicit 
response in relation to these themes. For the full protocol see Appendix 3. The 
conversational and flexible nature of in-depth interviews meant that it was appropriate to 
adapt and refine the questions, including the order in which these were asked, based on 
responses from the survey and participant responses during the interview. Each interview 
was designed to take no-longer than 1 hour, and to be conducted remotely using Webex 
software. Each interview was recorded, and interviewers took field notes to aid with 
transcription and subsequent analysis. 

5.1.2 Sample and recruitment 

From late December 2023 to early February 2024, 20 individuals who had completed the 
survey (Stage 2) and had indicated their willingness to engage with future stages of the 
research, were contacted inviting them to participate in a follow-up interview to discuss 
their views and experiences of nature ecosystem markets.   

Groups were targeted to ensure the sample was representative of a range of different 
interests in nature markets, as well as varying in terms of purpose, size, legal structure, 
farming types represented and history of collaboration between group members. In 
response to the invitation to participate in Stage 3, 10 group leads agreed to be 
interviewed, unfortunately one participant withdrew due for personal reasons. In total 9 
interviews were conducted with 10 participants. One interview was with two individuals 
who preferred to work together to represent one group. Each interview was conducted with 
a facilitator or main contact point of the farmer group, although how they described 
themselves varied according to the group and the remit of their role.   

All interviews were conducted between 23rd January and 15th February 2024 and ranged in 
length from 25 minutes to 45 minutes but typically lasted approximately half an hour. It 
was anticipated that interviews could last up to an hour, but this shorter length reflected a 
lack of direct experience of farmer groups entering new nature markets, discussed in 
section 5.2 below. Appendix 4 provides an overview of the characteristics of the sample of 
farmer groups interviewed the data for which was obtained through the survey in Stage 2.  



 

5.1.3 Data analysis 

Audio recordings from the interviews and notes made by the researchers were transcribed 
using Microsoft 365 which were then corrected by the interviewer and attached to the 
interview notes. These transcripts were then imported into Nvivo 12 plus for ease of 
searching and analysis.  A simple thematic analysis was performed, deductively structured 
around the main topics of the interview guide (i.e. motivations for considering nature 
markets, what builds confidence to participate in these, specific issues enabling 
collaboration, the role of facilitators and any recommendations made by the 
interviewees). The functionality of Nvivo was used to support the analysis, including by 
creating case nodes (which each represent a specific group, corresponding to the unit of 
analysis) which were then associated with key attributes of the farmer groups, for 
example, size, experience in nature markets, and to allow exploration of these related to 
the interviewees’ perceptions under each of the main themes.  Research memos were 
also created to summarise the material related to those topics, and to identify and explore 
any relationships across themes and between themes and case attributes.  

All the non-anonymised data was stored and processed in accordance with UK 
GDPR.  Anonymised transcripts were also generated.  In the description of interview each 
of the farmer groups, and the corresponding interviewees, are referred to by the letters A 
to I (e.g. Interviewee A).  The interview with farmer group E was with 2 interviewees who 
jointly represented the group, and who are referred to as Interviewee E.1 and Interviewee 
E.2.   The findings presented below are the researchers’ interpretation of the data with 
evidence to support the points made drawn directly from the participants. 

5.2 Interview findings 
The findings from the qualitative interviews are presented in the subsequent sections and 
reflect the perceptions of the farmer group leads interviewed. They cannot, however, be 
generalised to all farmer groups and may not represent the views of the individual farmers 
and landowners that are members of the farm groups represented in the sample. That 
said, they do, provide rich insights into the factors that were considered by the group leads 
interviewed to shape the farmers’ views on nature markets.  

By way of context, the section begins with an overview of the samples stated prior 
experience and level of interest in nature markets. It then presents the factors that have 
emerged from the data, that shape the view farmer groups and their members have 
towards nature markets. The analysis then explores the specific strengths offered by 
farmer groups specifically in relation to their position and potential role within nature 
markets, it also explores the constraints and challenges they face to participation. Finally, 
recommendations and ideas for changes that would support groups to engage more with 
nature markets are presented. Each of these are also considered in relation to how they 
may vary by group type.  
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It is important to recognise the limitations of the interviews; this primarily relates to the lack 
of experience with nature markets of the farmer groups participating in Stage 3. This lack 
of direct experience limited the research team’s ability to probe actual experiences or 
explore in detail stages and challenges involved in becoming investment ready.  

5.2.1 Group experience and interests in nature markets 

In their response to the survey (Stage 2) all nine farmer groups indicated that they were 
‘moderately’, ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ interested in accessing nature markets.  There is likely a 
self-selection effect on the sample, in that those least interested in this topic were less 
likely to respond to the invitation to interview, although it was emphasized in our 
approaches to a larger subset that there was a desire to understand those with a range of 
views and experiences.  That said, the interviewees reported a range of concerns about 
accessing nature markets that they felt were prohibiting their groups from further 
engagement on the subject.  

Only two of the 9 groups interviewed reported prior experience accessing nature markets, 
but this reflects the level of experience in the overall sample (see previous section on 
survey results). These two groups did not report having the highest level of interest in the 
nature markets: in the prior survey, both had indicated that they had ‘moderate’ levels of 
interest (Stage 2). This suggests that their first experiences of nature markets may not 
have necessarily straightforward or had raised questions as well as provide experience to 
build on.   For example, Interviewee B described his group as having “a sort of healthy 
scepticism around private finance”. This was explained by reference to the vulnerability of 
transactions with private sector partners; and concerns about losing access to existing 
sources of government support.  Interviewee A similarly described group A members as 
giving “mixed feedback” on the topic, again reporting concerns about how new 
opportunities could affect existing funder support.  

None of the facilitators interviewed presented themselves as experts in nature 
markets.  The reference by interviewee C to it being “very early days yet” was a shared 
sentiment across the sample.   

5.2.2 Factors shaping members’ interest in nature markets  

The interviewees reported a variety of issues that affect farmers’ interest or capacity to 
engage in new nature markets. A key driver was the concern that public sector support for 
farming was dwindling, or becoming increasingly uncertain, prompting farmers to look at 
alternative mechanisms for funding.  This is perhaps especially true for upland hill farming 
specialised in grazing livestock, which was a major specialism for five out of the nine 
farmer groups.  Interviewee B noted that under the new Environmental Land Management 
Scheme (ELMS), there would be no equivalent of the current Basic Payment Scheme 
(BPS), and they felt that the new funding schemes were more suitable for lowland farms.  
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The desire to maintain or improve the financial viability of the farm, especially if income 
from ELMS was expected to be less than from prior agri-environment or related schemes 
emerged as an important factor. New nature markets were regarded as potentially offering 
alternative income streams that could either replace past agricultural subsidies or help 
farmers to diversify and build financial resilience.  

To some extent, reluctance to engage with new nature markets was often due to them 
being new and unfamiliar, as Interviewee G said: “I'm much more comfortable with the 
government, to be honest, and a scheme. I know how that works.”  Accordingly, several 
wished for more information on the subject of green finance, feeling this might help 
promote uptake.  The provision of lots of details without context might not necessarily build 
confidence: interviewee I referred to there being “just so much information out there… it’s 
actually quite confusing…”.  Instead, real-life case studies were felt useful for building 
confidence about how green finance schemes could work. “we need examples … because 
otherwise the farmers just think ‘pie in the sky” (Interviewee D).  It seemed that familiarity 
was then expected to unlock more involvement: as Interviewee I put it “Somehow people 
have got to gain a little confidence to get involved”.   

Beyond that, several specific barriers to accessing new markets were mentioned, 
including: confusion or uncertainty over future policy options and what the best ‘offer’ may 
yet prove to be, reluctance to commit land over long-time scales, concerns over funding 
management costs, a reluctance to add another ‘iron in the fire’ e.g. add more 
administrative and farming complexity by attempting to understand and satisfy both public 
and private funders.  These concerns are often linked together. For example, interviewee 
B explained: “You wouldn't want to necessarily jump into something that might tie your 
land up for 40 years and then discover in two years’ time that actually you could be getting 
more money and doing something better somewhere else exactly”. Interviewee E.1 
worried that entering into a contract, e.g. to provide biodiversity units under Biodiversity 
Net Gain (BNG) might result in land that when released from that scheme 30 years later 
might then be subject to new restrictions such as being a Site of Scientific Interest (SSSI), 
or have trees whose management was constrained by felling licences, which would reduce 
the land’s value.  

These worries are largely consistent with the issues reported by other recent work on 
nature markets (Ecosystems Knowledge Network, 2023), and many are noted as a focus 
of policy development (Defra, 2024b). They are not further elaborated upon here; the 
remainder of this section instead focuses on issues specific to facilitators and the farmer 
groups they work with, whilst recognising these are of course intertwined with the 
perceptions and experiences of individual farmers.  

5.2.3 Groups’ strengths for engaging in nature markets  

Several existing strengths of farmer groups were relevant to helping farmers access 
nature markets.  In this data the strengths of the groups were all intertwined with the work 
that facilitators do to engage and support the groups. A strong theme that emerged from 

https://hutton-my.sharepoint.com/personal/carol_kyle_hutton_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/James%20Stoke.mp4
https://hutton-my.sharepoint.com/personal/carol_kyle_hutton_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/James%20Stoke.mp4
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the data was that without facilitators and the work that they do, the groups’ activities would 
cease.  

The facilitators interviewed all saw it as their role as to highlight and appraise new 
developments and options, including sometimes highlighting new opportunities for revenue 
generation. This was true regardless of the groups’ prior history, constitution or current 
composition.  This is complemented by facilitators driving group meetings or other practical 
activities for learning.  For example, Interviewee G mentioned a range of activities: “we're 
doing like training, knowledge transfers, like you say, meet farmers meeting in the pub sort 
of thing”.  When Interviewee F discussed the support and information they provided, they 
mentioned building understanding or relationships with “frightening” regulatory bodies. 
This serves as a reminder that nature markets are not the first topic associated with 
worries or doubts for farmers, and which farmer groups have helped to allay or overcome.  

The facilitators felt they were skilled at navigating and where relevant connecting multiple 
revenue-generating opportunities for their members. Several noted that this makes them 
well placed to identify and integrate other newer opportunities. For example, interviewee D 
referred not only to a wide variety of public sector schemes which could support 
environmentally friendly farming but also had recently been attempting to secure Heritage 
Lottery Funding.   Exploring the full range of existing schemes that were accessed by 
farmers was not explored in our interviews, but whilst describing their roles most 
facilitators mentioned working to set up projects that helped farmers access existing 
schemes. They mentioned this involved informally drawing on knowledge from others and 
more formally coordinating multiple farmers. Interviewee G highlighted the value of their 
group for helping farmers aggregate to engage with specific schemes or funders. 

 “If you've just got a couple of hectares, it's not really marketable, whereas if you 
can multiply that out so you in effect become like a big a bigger landowner than 
in what, 20 small ones? So that's the advantage.” (Interviewee G)   

Similarly, interviewee H talked about helping to connect small farmers to enable a 
‘clustered approach’ for example, spreading out a specific commitment to tree planting 
across 3 small farms.  This experience in coordinating or connecting farmers to respond to 
the needs of a funder is obviously relevant to the needs to aggregate the supply of 
services for new nature markets. 

Facilitators can build trust with farmers and foster relationships between farmers within 
their group (Pannell et al., 2006; Vanclay, 2004): this can be an excellent basis for learning 
(Mostert, 2007).   Our interviewees accordingly reported that farmers are often interested 
to learn from each other, but they also noted their own position, and perceived expertise 
allows them to act as a “sounding board”, reportedly sought out by farmers to discuss a 
wide variety of issues (Interview A). Many facilitators in the sample reported to have lived 
in the area for a long term and have expertise in farming or may even be current farmers 
themselves. As well as bolstering credibility, this was felt meant their group can build on 
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knowledge of existing places and past projects, which interviewee H pointed out is an 
excellent starting point for planning anything new.  

Facilitators can also help foster, build and maintain group identify and pride.  For example, 
where a group is proud of producing high quality, high welfare meat, this can motivate the 
group to want to protect that status, and this can make them receptive to new 
opportunities that allow them to go further.  Interviewee F highlighted that financial viability 
is necessary but far from the only motivation for their markets: “They feel a sense of 
responsibility, don't they? …that they are stewards of this land”.  

Facilitators’ connections with other networks and groups, can aid learning and help identify 
new opportunities for investment.  Some farming groups are formally nested within or 
linked to other groups with wider geographic and/or topic remit.  For example, interviewee 
C repeatedly referred to working with a large regional group and a catchment-related 
group, around for giving contacts and ideas for about others’ engagements with private 
investors.  Similarly, Interviewee F had connections with a catchment partnership, and 
referred to working with water companies, energy companies and sustainability 
consultancy 3Keel6. Interviewee G had connections to other farmer groups, and to the 
Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG). Interviewee I also mentioned connections 
with university academics.  Informal connections could also be relevant, or their personal 
experience where they had their own farm.   
 

5.2.4 Challenges and constraints on groups’ engagement with nature 
markets  

Our interviewees were clear that facilitators of farmer groups must reflect and respond to 
farmers’ existing interests and concerns.  As a result, a facilitator usually cannot go too far 
beyond what many of their members are already willing or interested to discuss.    

A fear of missing out on the best option was commonly noted to deter land managers from 
engaging with current opportunities to engage with nature markets.  Some farmers were 
reportedly also concerned about the risk of private sector companies failing, and 
interviewees felt that this could result in a situation where farmers who are dependent on 
agreements with them could lose their returns.  Additionally, facilitators highlighted 
concerns amongst their members over ethical risk and reputations. For example, 
interviewee B noted his farmers had discussed and would not take funding from any 
source that they felt was not ethical.   

 

 

6 3Keel are a consultancy responsibility for promoting and supporting the ‘LENS’ Landscape Enterprise 
Network approach to brokering connections between those businesses consuming ecosystem services and 
those supplying in a landscape.  https://www.3keel.com/     

https://www.3keel.com/
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“We weren't going to [contract with] airlines or you know, people who are trying to 
offset their own bad behaviour…. We felt quite strongly that farmers have often 
have a very bad press and from our point of view, you know, we wanted to be 
dealing with people who we felt reflected our investment and love of the natural 
environment.”  (Interviewee B) 

Similarly, Interviewee D referred to not wanting to be associated with green washing or to 
take money associated with a potential “horror story”. And, as noted above, farmers with 
different life experiences and situations may perceive the opportunities and risks quite 
differently. Regardless of whether facilitators feel nature markets can help farmers to 
diversify their funding, they must work with how their members perceive risk. 

From the data, facilitators appear to be conscious and even protective of their position as, 
they depend on their farmers for funding their role and may have spent a long time 
building their trust. This also tends to encourage risk aversion in what they recommend, for 
example, they do not want to propose something that later poses new problems for 
farmers.  Interviewee E.1 referred to themselves as being seen by members as “reliable”. 
Maintaining this perception is essential for the facilitator to effectively continue in their 
role.  Interviewee E.2 described how they strove to “navigate the opportunities, threats, 
risks” and so went on to say that with respect to nature markets “we're not necessarily 
saying. ‘you know. You should all do this… Tomorrow.’ But you know, we're eager to kind 
of paint a balanced picture of the opportunities.” Even if they are personally interested or 
enthusiastic, facilitators do not want to be seen as unduly focused on any specific 
opportunity.   

A facilitator’s own experience of seeing past changes in policy schemes and subsidies 
may make them more aware of how schemes and trends can change in future, and more 
cautious about how this may catch or constrain farmers. This is perhaps especially true for 
hill farmers, where public sector support has often been key to financial viability: 
Interviewee G referred to the succession of past schemes available to hill farmers; taking 
one option would have precluded being eligible for later iterations of the scheme.  This 
seemed to make that person more cautious about what might happen, rather than more 
confident that changes can be navigated to the farmers’ advantage.  Similarly, Interviewee 
A referred to uncertainty over the future policy context, not only what options that will offer, 
but if and how that can be ‘blended’ with private sector money.  Interviewee G noted their 
scepticism of non-farming brokers, who were seen as needed to participate in projects 
worth at least £100,000 “all of a sudden it feels like within nature conservation and farming 
that you've got these brokers that you're dealing with, in the middle in a slightly 
unregulated market”.  Arguably participant G’s own facilitator role is as a type of broker, in 
that he proposes and brings in projects that involve other farmers. However, participant G 
is working with people that he knows, in the place that he lives and with schemes that are 
familiar and backed by government.  For him, engaging in nature markets not only felt like 
a risk to group members, but could entail personal risk: If things go wrong, he commented, 
“They'll be in the yacht in the Bahamas. It'll be me. That'll be sat here picking up the 
pieces…”  
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5.2.5 Differences between farmer groups  

As is clear from Table 4 as well as the earlier sections of this report, farmer groups can 
vary considerably. During analysis, the researchers look across the dataset to analyse 
how aspects of their structure and constitution may affect their strengths and capabilities 
to support farmers’ engagement with nature markets.  

Farmer group size, specifically the number of farmers that they connect is an important 
factor that influences engagement with nature markets, with different types of strengths 
associated with being either small or large groups. The smallest groups may have a clarity 
of remit that enables them to identify opportunities of direct relevance, this is also aided by 
the farmers that are members of the group tending to have the same or similar farm 
types. This may help to frame and focus the work of facilitators. It may also offer a specific 
proposition for potential investors or private sector partners. Interviewee D, who facilitated 
a smaller group, said their locality had a strong identity that could act as a “brand” and 
thought companies could be attracted to support something “tangible… a place they can 
relate to” rather than something further afield.  Similarly, interviewee F described a 
strength of their group as the “cohesiveness of the farming environment and the land 
management environment across the area we're operating”.  

By contrast, a strength of the very largest groups is that they can provide more specialist 
advice, since they can have multi-person teams, each of whom can focus on different 
issues.  Farmer Group E for example reported to have several different staff to support 
operations and provided legal advice and recommendations for solicitors who could act on 
behalf of its members. This specialist expertise is seen by interviewees as particularly 
important for accessing nature markets: first, simply because they are new, and any new 
contract or arrangement requires careful appraisal, with farmers’ own solicitors not having 
adequate experience; second, because there is a perception that setting up contracts with 
large companies, such as food processors or retailers, with their own expertise in 
corporate law, might otherwise be a slightly unequal process.  

A related issue noted by some of our interviewees is the diversity of members 
encompassed by a group. It is true that all farmers and farms vary, but for those groups 
with more members, or without a specific farm-type focus, there tends to be a greater 
variety of interests that the facilitators must respond to and engage with. This can 
complicate the challenge of keeping their members’ interest and support. For example, 
interviewee C discussed diversity: “the farms in the catchment are very diverse… in terms 
of farm size, farming system and especially in terms of 10 year arrangements… so it's 
actually quite difficult to find common ground between farmers to form a cluster with a 
common objective”.  The diversity of interests was very evident when considering nature 
markets: Interviewee I’s comment that “We’ve got all types of viewpoint on it” was typical 
of other groups too.  

Two main aspects of member diversity were evident in our data. First, diversity in farm 
size. Many farmer groups must work with large land-managers (including estates, who 
encompass land uses other than farming) as well as smaller farmers. This is often quite 
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deliberate. For example, interviewee D mentioned considerable effort to recruit small 
farmers, and to avoid the perception of being captured by one group or any specific 
environmental non-governmental organisation (eNGO).  However, the varied size of 
landholdings can affect land-managers’ capacity and interest to engage with new 
markets.  The facilitators of group E believed smaller land holders were especially wary of 
“the unknown” and of making a long-term commitment that might tie up most of their land-
holding. The data indicated that larger estates might be able to better able to handle this 
as part of a portfolio and additionally may have their own specialist advisors e.g. on natural 
capital making engagement with nature markets easier. An additional related issue, noted 
by Interviewee A, is where groups members are both owners and tenants – some 
suggested that tenants may be less willing or able to plan in the long-term. Second, 
diversity in members’ life experiences, although this was not often discussed, one 
Interviewee (interviewee B) noted that personality and life experiences of individual 
farmers could also shape who was motivated to discuss new opportunities. He suggested 
that those who owned the land and had long family backgrounds might feel more of a 
connection to the land or land stewardship, whilst also as those who had been in other 
jobs or had other professional training might be more open to considering engaging with 
investors or other new private sector partners.    

Facilitators must reflect and balance all these different motivations and viewpoints.   Most 
facilitators therefore mentioned the challenges of communicating with and keeping on 
board with a majority of a group’s members.  

“I do feel some responsibility here… I know everybody. And I work alongside them 
on a sort of daily, weekly basis. So …. I think they trust me a little bit more because 
of that and I feel a responsibility to them in in return. So it is a bit …tricky ..because 
I'm sort of responsible for a group of people that don't all think the same But I've got 
to try and find some middle ground that we can attach ourselves to opportunities 
that the average will benefit from…” (Interviewee A) 

Working with a diversity of interests and understanding was identified both as a constant 
challenge, and a core expertise for facilitators. For example, interviewee G discussed 
deliberate efforts to avoid “smaller members being sidetracked” in discussions about 
potential participating in new nature markets. They highlighted that some farmers might 
not even want to attend information provision meetings on nature markets, whereas others 
will attend but do nothing more; others are keen to actively seek more information. In the 
long term, members’ diversity can also eventually be a strength. For example, Interviewee 
F noted that in his experience, interest and experiences from some farmers could help to 
pull in other members who were initially less interested or had been more cynical.   

Lastly the constitution of farmer groups may have an effect.  There was not a very strong 
association in our data between the legal basis of the group, and their interest or 
experience in nature markets. However, interviewee H thought that their relatively informal 
group would require more of a legal foundation to be in place to begin collectively access 
nature market. Although, where some of the groups already have more formal constitution 
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this did not automatically seem to offer them an easy basis for participating in nature 
markets. Interviewee A explicitly noted that the setup of their group as a Community 
Interest Company (CIC) enabled them to “dip our toe into different funding pots” but was 
hesitant about whether this would be suitable for them when engaging with new types of 
private investors.  Our data do not permit clear insight on this issue but does start to 
indicate that the consequences of constitution or legal basis of groups may become more 
obvious in future, as progress is made in engaging with new markets and partners.  

However, the purpose and remit of the group clearly did have an effect in shaping what 
facilitators are expected or allowed to do.  Interviewee descriptions of roles made it clear 
that some facilitators are mostly focused on information exchange and learning, whereas 
others are tasked to help farmers bring in new projects or to bring in new multi-farmer 
projects themselves.  Some facilitators’ roles even depend on bringing in new 
projects.   Interviewee F, who had remit to bring in and deliver new projects, described 
how this can have a positive effect, as when the facilitator develops a business case and 
appraises various risks, they can go beyond what individual farmers acting alone feel 
willing or able to take on. That facilitator could this do more than farmers individually, as 
they were “all very busy”. He would appraise options and put together business cases, 
including attention to due diligence and ethics.  

This ability or requirement to focus on new collective-projects and delivery can foster 
openness to new revenue generation opportunities, yet also the focus on tangible income 
generation opportunities could reduce time and ability to reflect and learn on new 
topics.  On balance, we infer from our data that the consequences for engagement with 
nature markets is likely to depend on the facilitator’s own aptitudes as well as the quantity 
of time they can dedicate to facilitation. Many facilitators, especially for the smaller groups, 
are not doing this job full-time, but in a fraction of their working week. This may limit their 
ability to seek out new or unfamiliar information and opportunities as learning always 
requires a certain amount of time.  

5.2.6 Recommendations and support needs for farmer groups  

All interviewees expressed concerns or hesitancy about how their group could access 
nature markets but were able to and identify issues and provide recommendations that 
could help them to overcome these to access nature markets. The following 
recommendations emerged from the data:  

Providing case studies of action:  Across the sample there was a very clear desire for 
more information and examples of active nature markets.  Participants expressed a wish 
for feedback on and promotion of specific case studies as they become available. When 
sharing information, Interviewee I noted it would be ideal if the people linked to those 
cases would be available to talk to, to “to give confidence to others that are looking 
on”.  Similarly, Interviewee B noted the value of “looking people in the eye and being able 
to ask probing questions” not only of farming peers but also new companies or individuals 
looking to contract with famers.  

https://hutton-my.sharepoint.com/personal/carol_kyle_hutton_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/James%20Stoke.mp4
https://hutton-my.sharepoint.com/personal/carol_kyle_hutton_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/James%20Stoke.mp4


 

Page 53 of 105 Farmer groups in England: Stimulating the Growth of Nature Markets: 
NECR721 

Demonstrate multiple benefits: More than one interviewee noted that financial self-
sufficiency is very important, and safeguarding the security of the farm matters more than 
making more money.  Interviewee F explained that “the vast majority of them are not doing 
it because they want to make more money than they're making at the moment”. It was 
therefore important that new opportunities be shown to not jeopardise a farm’s financial 
viability, for example by reducing access to existing funding or markets. Therefore, when 
developing case studies explaining these cases, it would be useful to also illustrate to 
show farmers the range of benefits that can come from these projects, not solely to 
communicate about financial viability and the effect on those benefits or services paid for 
directly. It was not noted by our interviewees, but a logical consequence is that for those 
seeking to encourage nature markets, it may be useful to commission monitoring that goes 
beyond what individual investors or partners are willing to pay for to satisfy their specific 
needs.  Whereas a single partner may be interested to monitor only one type of outcome, 
such as carbon sequestration, more holistic monitoring would build understanding of a 
broader range of consequences that is needed to build farmer confidence. Interviewee F 
noted empowerment in monitoring should be part of enabling new entrants to nature 
markets. For example, he argued that there was potential “looking at some of the young 
farmers and actually getting them trained up in this type of stuff. …. Let's get some of 
these guys able to do it for themselves …. Baseline surveys of natural capital on farms, 
involving farmers – help motivate farmers and demonstrate to potential new partners a 
baseline for what new or additional investments in their farm could deliver”.    

Specialist credible advice: Going beyond the information about other cases, there was 
also a desire for more specialist advice for those considering accessing new nature 
markets themselves, Interviewee I requested templates for contracts and legal 
advice.  This is especially needed because the facilitators we spoke to all had 
backgrounds in farming and/or environmental projects. For example, Interviewee F, whose 
group was linked to a catchment, stated that “most of the people that work in positions like 
me are… ecologists or biologists… we’re not business people”. Interviewee A also noted 
that learning should not be seen as one-way, but two-way, since experience from groups 
and land-managers could be shared and fed to government.  A strong concern about 
credibility ran through the interviews, implying that non-partisan and expert advice was 
needed to help provide the advice at the “grass roots” level. Interviewee H suggested a 
“centralised hub – a place of advice and guidance and [access to] potential investors. It 
could be on themes…”. The concerns about credibility may also point to a role for the 
public sector or other trusted bodies to help collate and provide information.    

Government backing: A couple of interviews explicitly requested that government act as 
a broker, or as a financial backer.    

“I think the best way to resolve the issue [of lack of farmer confidence] would be 
if the government acted as a broker and pulled together the finance and and 
then the farmer or the CIC …or whatever the entity would tick a box and would 
take money through that route, so the government would be the guarantor” 
(Interviewee B) 
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At the time of interviewing, Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) became a mandatory requirement 
for new developments7 and was spontaneously mentioned by several interviewees.  The 
fact that BNG has been endorsed and mandated by government was seen by Interviewee 
E.2 as giving some “reassurance that it’s legitimate”.  BNG was mentioned by a couple of 
interviewees as a priority to monitor, and to feed back within 5 years’ time. Interviewee G 
said markets for carbon credits felt more “unreal” and felt thar “that’s the really unregulated 
market”.  He went on to describe it as characterised by different groups making claims, 
with the lack of standardisation or safeguards and this made him “frightened”. It is possible 
that farmer groups may thus engage more quickly with BNG-related opportunities, and any 
other compliance markets. 

By contrast, other types of schemes that were unregulated or for-profit investments for 
carbon, raised more concerns. Government was again seen as having a critical role to 
play in setting standards and guidelines that could provide reassurance to market actors. 
For example, interviewee G asked for clear metrics and platforms as “I want to know it’s 
legit” and referred to Payment Protection Insurance (PPI) scams and other unrelated 
schemes that with hindsight had come to be judged unacceptable and unviable. They went 
on to recommend “some sort of Government system. Like clarity in terms of like there is 
with the Woodland Carbon Codes. So you're sort of dealing and you're sort of underwritten 
by a known, a known, entity at the end of the day.”    

Reducing future uncertainties: It was recognised that there were various uncertainties, 
for example, in soil science that were leading land managers to hesitate or deliberately 
play a game of “wait and see” before engaging with nature markets. Not all these 
uncertainties are easily resolved, but this research suggests that the government could 
play a role by reducing uncertainty in its own plans and policies.  Interviewee I referred to 
the value of a “road map” to help enable farmer/landowners to make better choices and 
more informed decisions, explaining that there is “…just so much information out there and 
so much funding opportunity out there at the moment, it's actually quite confusing. And 
DEFRA releasing a lot of options that we could do with a road map of what's coming over 
the next three or four years”.   

Whilst all these points could apply to individual farmers, the facilitators already see 
themselves as trying to clarify the position on many of these issues for their members, for 
example interviewees spoke about navigating information and contextualising it for their 
members. Therefore, provision with facilitators on these issues could be a mutually more 
efficient process. There was also a suggestion from several interviewees that government 
could consider somehow regulating or structuring markets, to enable a reduction in the 

 

 

7 Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) is an approach to development that aims to ensure habitats for wildlife are left 
in a measurably better state than they were before the development. In England BNG is mandatory under 
Schedule 7A of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990.  
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time horizons of commitment required to participate in some markets. For example, 
Interviewee I suggested reducing this down to 10 years, this was considered to help 
encourage some farmers to participate.  In the meantime, as interviewee G noted, existing 
mechanisms will remain familiar and thus preferred by many, as participating in these 
avoids the need for new brokers and schemes. If there is any possibility to connect new 
green finance opportunities with these existing mechanisms, that could help to build 
confidence in the new opportunities and give assurance that there will not be unforeseen 
interactions.  

5.2.7 How support needs vary for different groups  

We analysed the sample to consider how different types of farmer groups might have 
different support needs. In general, no clear patterns were found in the data except for the 
two points noted below, which relate to group size and levels of interest.     

Supporting smaller-group facilitator roles: Facilitators are key to the information 
sharing within and between groups, but their roles are often precarious.  For example, 
Interviewee F spoke about having limited core funding and so sustaining their role was 
dependent on him bringing in new projects (see section 5.2.5). Interviewee G was in a 
similar position: “I …go out and find the funding to keep the group going and I sort of take 
the financial responsibility for it.”   Whilst Interviewee F noted that their project-
dependence makes them active in seeking new opportunities, this focus can crowd out 
space for reflective learning on new topics. Additionally, the precariousness of these 
positions makes them unlikely to be attractive for those seeking job stability and security. 
Other facilitators have their ‘core time’ paid for, typically from public sector schemes.  For 
example, Interviewee C’s role as facilitator, at 0.5 days per week, is currently paid for from 
the Countryside Facilitation Fund. Similarly, the role of Interviewee A was also largely 
dependent on public sector funding. She requested clarity as to whether that would still be 
permitted, if her role was used to support the group in pursuing nature markets, since she 
did not want to jeopardise this existing support.  This indicates the importance of public 
sector schemes for sustaining the job role and ‘core time’ of facilitators. However, we note 
that the largest groups did not mention this issue as much. In the case of the largest group 
interviewed, this group had a team of several facilitators that were funded by membership 
subscriptions. This indicates that there may be different models of facilitation support that 
could be operationalised although this will be dependent on factors such as groups size.   

It might be expected that the smaller groups would be more likely to request specialist 
support for example, the requirement for templates or legal contracts for entering nature 
markets, as larger groups have more facilitators with more capacity to 
specialise.  However, in our sample there was no clear association between the facilitators 
who suggested this idea, and those who did not. Requests for support came from 
facilitators of groups with both tens and hundreds of members.  For example, when 
interviewee B, whose group had more than 150 members, was asked for 
recommendations he said:  
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“developing more investment in those areas that we're talking about in terms of 
access to specialist advice, almost like advisory hubs that they, they might be 
regional or county based where you've got lawyers and you know specialists 
who can provide that guidance to those groups because you know you want to 
consistent advice and you want quality advice, and often that's unaffordable for 
these farms and those early stages…” (Interviewee G) 

Tailoring support to levels of interest: Interviewee G expressed impatience to hear 
examples soon: “How much effort do you put into this stuff. It's like [it] seems to be coming 
down the line and is it ever going to come? …. We can't just keep having meetings and 
making promises.”  This quote suggests that where there is already interest, this may start 
to diminish, if more specific information and examples of active and effective nature 
markets do not emerge quickly. Other interviewees who described their group members 
has having varying levels of interest, made requests that focused more on general 
information provision.  Therefore, our analysis suggests that where groups are already 
keen, signposting tangible opportunities and assistance to enter markets may be 
appropriate for the near future.  In other cases, where there are members of group who 
are more diverse in their views and/or where facilitators themselves lack positive examples 
to learn from, provision of information on cases and supporting general networking on the 
topic may be more suitable. For example, interviewee H expected that his group members, 
some of whom are not very interested in the subject would be more enthusiastic “if they 
could see a case study, sort of the work through from beginning to end”.  It is notable that 
several of the cases in our sample noted catchment-related initiatives as a source of 
learning on participating in nature markets. The work associated with the Hampshire Avon 
catchment management8 seemed especially well known and influential.   

  

 

 

8 The Hampshire Avon has an active catchment partnership which is well described at 
https://www.hampshireavoncatchmentpartnership.org.uk/  Of particular note, has been its involvement in the 
long-running Demonstration Test Catchment (DTC) programme, initiated by Defra to better understand rural 
diffuse pollution problems and the effectiveness of potential on-farm mitigation measures to improve water 
quality.  This has influenced farmer activity and links in the catchment. For more information about DTCs visit 
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/learn/demonstration-catchments/  

https://www.hampshireavoncatchmentpartnership.org.uk/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/mitigation-measure
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/learn/demonstration-catchments/
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5.2.8 Interview summary 

In summary, the interviews have illustrated that some farmer groups may be well 
positioned to access new nature markets, although at this stage it cannot be assumed that 
all farmer groups are completely ‘ready to go’. Based on the analysis of the data 
presented, this section provides a summary of the key factors emerging from the data that 
may help to enable farmer groups to access new nature markets and summarises the 
factors that may constrain them.  

Enablers:   

• Aggregation: Farmer groups represent networks whereby members are already 
connected to one another, where trust in the facilitator and/or between members 
has been established.  

• Learning: Facilitators of groups are adept at identifying, navigating and providing 
new information to members. Group members learn from each other: even if some 
members are initially keener than others, group membership can act as a 
mechanism through which to influence others.  

• Group size: Smaller geographically centred groups can provide place-based 
opportunities that foster connectivity in landscapes and reinforce farmer identity and 
motivation. Larger groups may have access to specialist in-house expertise, 
particularly legal advice.  

• Networks: Some facilitators are networked with other groups and initiatives; these 
networks can help to provide opportunities for learning and knowledge exchange 
and may be particularly useful in providing examples that help to illustrate how 
nature markets might be accessed.  

• Opportunities: Facilitators that are involved in bringing in new projects can help 
identify new opportunities and navigate perceived challenges such as reputational 
risk or legal and contractual issues.  

Challenges: 

• Facilitators cannot go too far beyond most members’ interests and willingness to 
engage.  

• Facilitators must protect their reputation and credibility, so can be risk averse.  
• Facilitators’ roles may be precarious, potentially reducing space for reflective 

learning.  

It is also likely that the legal and constitutional basis of the groups will also shape access 
to new finance opportunities including nature markets. Farming groups that are 
established as Community Interest Companies (CIC’s) may be better placed to bring in 
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new projects as a collective. However, there is not yet very strong evidence on this, 
probably due to the relative lack of experience in accessing new nature markets.  

This lack of experience of nature markets also highlights the need for future studies to 
track emergent experiences. Such research will likely be better able to answer questions 
as to how the existing constitution of groups may affect their ability to engage with new 
nature markets. Tracking future experiences will also offer the opportunity to explore how 
experiences may vary according to different types of nature markets (such as compliance 
versus net gain).  

6 Discussion and recommendations 
The combination of results obtained through each of the three stages of the research, 
allow the identification of: (i) existing groups’ ability to engage with nature markets, (ii) the 
key barriers to the group’s further involvement and (iii) the key support needs.  

In the following section we discuss each of these factors, provide policy recommendations 
and consider the broader contextual limitations of the research.  

6.1 Current strengths of existing farmer groups  

Both the survey data collected in Stage 2 and the interview data from Stage 3 highlight 
that most of the groups participating in the research benefit strongly from the support of 
facilitator or advisors primarily funded via the CSS facilitation fund. Seventeen of the 28 
groups that responded to the survey indicated that they had a dedicated facilitator, 
although many of these groups reported to have low certainty in the longer-term 
availability of funding to support their facilitator’s role. This is challenging for farmer groups 
as the continuity and benefits of the farmer groups often depends on the facilitators.  

Groups that took part in the survey and interviews also benefitted from the ability of their 
facilitators to identify funding opportunities and support their members in application 
processes and act as intermediary with regulatory bodies. Facilitators could be well 
positioned to build on these skills to include nature market opportunities in the portfolio of 
funding options proposed to the groups of farmers.   

Most groups also benefitted from the facilitators’ recognised expertise in ecology and 
associated land management practices. The groups’ main purposes of achieving 
environmental objectives align with the needs and objectives of nature markets, and 
groups can build on members’ experience in engaging with agri-environmental schemes.   

Several groups already include representatives from environmental charities, land 
managers other than farmers and, to a lesser extent, local businesses and members of the 
local community, connecting them with other potential stakeholders of nature markets.  
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6.2 Key barriers to further engagement with nature markets  

In terms of key barriers to farmer groups’ engagement with nature market opportunities, 
we find that networks and relationships with the private sector are lacking. Of the groups 
who responded to the survey, most were initiated by farmers and land managers or NGOs 
(only 1 group in the survey was initiated by the private sector). This might suggest a lack 
of involvement in the early stages of farmer groups from the private sector. Many groups 
also lack connections with food chain actors or other private actors who may benefit from 
green investment in farming.   

Another barrier made clear by survey and interview respondents during the research was 
the unclear legal framework associated with nature markets. This was presented as 
causing uncertainty on several levels, including:   

1. The need for farmers groups to have a formal legal structure to engage with green 
finance opportunities, with most groups surveyed currently being informal groups.  

2. The lack of legal framework for establishing contracts in nature markets.   

3. The need for government-backed standards.   

The precarious status of many facilitators, being part- time and on short- term contracts, 
with sometimes uncertainty on the group’s ability to secure funding for their facilitator in 
the future, may also contribute to the overall uncertainty and caution around engagement 
with these new opportunities. This could also hamper the ability of facilitators to establish 
long-term relationships with the group members. Facilitators are also often cautious and 
understandably do not want to be seen to recommend new opportunities that expose their 
members to new financial or other risks. Doing so would be seen to degrade their own 
reputation as a knowledgeable and trusted facilitator.  

A key issue is therefore perceptions of risk associated with these new markets, as 
perceived both by group members and by group facilitators. This of course is therefore a 
key leverage point to unlock future engagement. If it is possible to understand the risks 
associated with nature markets from the perspectives of facilitators and group members it 
may be possible to target these directly thereby reducing the perceptions of risk 
associated with new nature markets. In so doing facilitators may perceive an opportunity 
for them to demonstrate value to their members by helping introduce them to these new 
opportunities.    

6.3 Key support needs  

The support needs of farmer groups are redolent of the needs expressed by studies of 
individual farmers, for example those discussed by the Ecosystem Knowledge Network, 
2023. Generally, these relate to a concern about protecting farm businesses to more 
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financial risks, expressed as concerns about the future credibility of current opportunities 
and other actors, and the length of commitments.   

Crucially, however, there are some differences compared to support needs associated 
with individual farmers. The first of these is that existing groups are do not needing support 
to start aggregating [that is almost taken for granted as a self-evident strength but needs 
to be restated]. Results from the survey and interviews suggest that facilitators are already 
good at processing information, but they were aware of and identified the following areas 
of development needs or support. These were:   

• Tax and legal advice related to engagement in contracts with nature market 
investors.  

• Farm economics, so they can anticipate the costs of change in practices that could 
be required from farmers and evaluate how these compare to the proposed 
payments.  

• Negotiating skills to allow them to confidently negotiate the terms and conditions of 
nature market contracts.   

Even though a minority of groups state being both extremely interested and ready to 
engage with nature markets, these groups now require concrete steps to be able to move 
forward with nature markets. Increasing networking forums with key stakeholders from the 
private sector interested in nature markets may provide such concrete opportunities, 
alongside legal guidance and standards and the availability of support requested by 
groups within the survey.  

6.4 Policy recommendations   

For policymakers to enable more engagement by farmer groups with emerging nature 
markets, several recommendations can be drawn from this research study. These 
recommendations have been summarised in Figure 6 which provides a visual 
representation of the support needs of farmer groups and possible future avenues for 
research.  
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Figure 5: Interconnected support and future research needs for farmer groups  

First, farmer groups need to be able to access specialist advice. The group facilitator can 
provide part of this specialist advice, but they, themselves, need to be supported and 
provided with learning opportunities. Training needs identified by some group facilitators 
interviewed include training in group facilitation, in negotiating approaches, in 
communication as well as on developing competitive funding applications. Although it 
should be recognised that the needs of groups will differ. Facilitators should be provided 
with specialist advice from or connected to external consultants to facilitators on farm 
economics, legal and tax expertise.  Groups of different sizes (in terms of number of 
members, and geographical spread) tend to have different strengths and challenges, so 
the support they are provided with should be tailored accordingly.  

Second, the perceived risks of engaging with these new Nature Market opportunities could 
be reduced though the establishment of central hubs of credible (and trusted) information. 
These hubs could circulate information on reliable funding sources to farmer groups, and 
make such information is easily accessible including guidance and additional resources. 
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Existing advice and guidance, such as the Green Finance Institute ‘Farming Toolkit’9 could 
be an initial source of information and/or provide a template for information provision. 
Funding facilitators to have time to network and learn from each other and from positive 
examples could help increase confidence and help facilitators learn how to appraise and 
mitigate risks. The establishment of government backed standards would also increase 
the group’s confidence in engaging with Nature markets, alongside more clarity on the 
rules within which Nature Markets operate.   

6.5 Future research 

Following this work, there are potential steps that could be taken to integrate practice and 
research and demonstrate potential multiple benefits of nature markets. These are 
summarised in Figure 6.  

One option would be to commission case study research of farmer groups engaging with 
nature markets, and study facilitators’ and group members’ views before, during and after 
the engagement with nature markets. Those involved could then be commissioned to 
share their experiences with other farmers and groups, and perceptions of risk could be 
tracked to see if they shifted during this work. The Natural Environment Investment 
Readiness Fund (NEIRF) has already commissioned 100+ investment-readiness projects, 
that intend to develop nature projects in England to the point where they are able to attract 
private investment. These projects could form the basis of case studies.  Since many 
examples to broker restoration with the private sector seem to be pioneered in relation to 
catchment management, learning from the experience of CaBA around brokering 
restoration with the private sector could be used as a basis for case study development 
and knowledge sharing.  

Different types of markets could be monitored in their development and progress to see if 
and how they proceed. There is large diversity of activities and partners currently 
subsumed under the label of nature markets which presents potential for differences. 
Some may happen more quickly than others (for example compliance markets created as 
a response to regulations such as Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG)), some may be deemed to 
be more or less risky or appropriate than others by farmer groups interested in engaging 
with them. Monitoring these may provide more insight into the factors that influence farmer 
group engagement with nature markets.   

 

 

9 The Green Finance Institutes Farming Toolkit (2024) is a free resource that has been developed to support 
England’s farming community to understand and navigate emerging nature market opportunities. The tool 
can be found here: https://hive.greenfinanceinstitute.com/gfihive/farming-
toolkit/?highlight=Green%20Finance%20tool%20kit  

https://gamewildlife-my.sharepoint.com/personal/lcapstick_gwct_org_uk/Documents/FEU/Green%20financing%20project/October%202025/FW_%20Farm%20groups%20and%20nature%20markets%20-%20report%20publication/NEIRF
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/
https://hive.greenfinanceinstitute.com/gfihive/farming-toolkit/?highlight=Green%20Finance%20tool%20kit
https://hive.greenfinanceinstitute.com/gfihive/farming-toolkit/?highlight=Green%20Finance%20tool%20kit
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To enable cross-sectoral learning, it may be useful to build on the Community of Practice 
model, as used for the Facility for Investment Ready Nature in Scotland (FIRNS) 
projects.  A community of practice is a group of ‘people who share a concern or a passion 
for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly’ (Wenger-
Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Such a community, if given adequate leadership and 
enabling resources, can engage in collaborative learning and action in various scales. 
Involving those at different stages of engagement with nature markets, as well as 
academia, will facilitate effective sharing and reflection.   

6.6 Limitations 
Before concluding, it is important to reflect on some key limitations of this research. As 
identified previously (Stage 2: Capacity to engage with nature markets ), the limited 
response to the compromises the research ability to generalise the findings of the 
research to all farmer groups. The potential reasons for this are addressed in (Survey 
Sample and Limitations). Given the limited response to the survey the ability to 
comprehensively evaluate the survey tool was limited. However, one factor influencing this 
could have been the length and structure of the survey. In this research the conceptual 
framework developed by Mills et al. (2017) was applied post-hoc to support the analysis of 
the data. In future, if this tool was to be reused/repurposed by other researchers we would 
advise that questions are refined/reduced and/or selected to provide data that directly 
address the indicator framework as this would increase the relevance of the tool and 
potentially increase response rates. 

It is worth noting that this research was funded form August 2023 – March 2025. This 
research was conducted during a period of significant transition for agricultural payments. 
During this time the Basic Payments Scheme (BPS) came to an end in December 2023 
and was replaced by delinked payments, in 2024 that are due to be phased out by 2027. 
Following this the Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) scheme was paused in March 
2025. There have also been significant changes to inheritance tax relief for business and 
agricultural assets announced in the Governments autumn 2024 Budget. For framers and 
landowners this economic and policy changes has created significant uncertainty in public 
funding. If we were to conduct research of this nature following these changes, it is 
expected that these issues may well be more prominent in the data and attitudes and 
engagement with nature markets may be impacted as a result.  

7 Conclusion 
This work has established the coverage and explored the characteristics of existing farmer 
groups which could potentially act as bridging organisations between farmers, as 
ecosystem services providers and private funders within emerging nature markets. 
Acknowledging the limitation of the small sample size on which the analysis is built.   
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The research has shown that a key strength of these farmer groups is their ability to 
connect groups of farmers, aggregating supply, which has been identified as a key 
challenge in scaling new nature markets. Though this is a strength of these groups, the 
research indicates that at present these groups cannot be assumed to be ready to go or to 
provide an off the shelf aggregation solution.  

There is still very little experience to build on in terms of engagement of farmer groups with 
private funders of agri-environmental activities, and most existing groups still do not feel 
ready to engage with these new funding opportunities. This report identifies key barriers, 
which may explain the current caution of farmer groups around in their interest and level of 
engagement with nature markets. We also report the support needs identified by farmer 
groups included in this study to further their engagement with nature markets.    

Future research could build on the insights gained from this research but should seek to 
explore these issues with a more diverse range of farmers and landowners. Future work 
should look to explore how engagement with nature markets differ according to the size of 
groups, the degree and type of specialisation (e.g. hill farmers or lowland farmers) and the 
legal constitution of farmer groups. An increased sample size would also improve the 
robustness of the mapping of indicators of capacity. Additional research and in-depth case 
studies on the governance of knowledge systems and risk governance would be 
beneficial, addressing the challenges identified relating to how farmer groups organise and 
share knowledge across different networks. 
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9 Appendices 

9.1 Appendix 1: Farmer groups in England 
Maps (1-6) depict the overall coverage of farmer groups by group type. 

Table A.1 provides the raw data for all maps used in this report. 

Farmer clusters are the most common type of groups identified, even though the data that 
these maps are based on may not be comprehensive.  

For group types which had a low variation in the number of groups between counties or a 
low sample size overall, the group types were depicted as present or absent from the 
counties and represented as 0/1 in the map key. This is the case for:  

• Farmer Advisory Groups 
• Agricultural Societies   
• Farmer Environmental Co-operatives (including. Environmental Farmer Groups) 
• Landscape Enterprise Networks (LENS)  

The distribution of different group types may reflect the historical origins of these groups. 
For example, the first farmer clusters were established in the South and Southwest of 
England, and this could explain why there are more such groups in those areas. However, 
this map of farmer clusters may not be complete (see section 2.1). The distribution of 
farmer co-operatives (Map 3) is reflective of the location of Environmental Farmer Groups 
(EFGs) which make up most of this category. As EFGs are a relatively new group type (the 
first originated in 2022) their distribution is currently limited.  
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Map 3: Displays the location and concentration of farmer cluster groups by county. 
See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains OS Data © Crown 

Copyright [and database right] (2021). 
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Map 4: Displays the location of agricultural societies by county. 0/1 denotes 
absence/presence of these groups as the sample size is small. See Table A.1 in 
Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains OS Data © Crown Copyright [and 
database right] (2021) 
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Map 5: Displays the location and concentration of farmer cooperatives by county. 
See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains OS Data © Crown 
Copyright [and database right] (2021). 
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Map 6: Displays the location and concentration of river catchment led groups by 
county. See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains OS Data © 
Crown Copyright [and database right] (2021). 
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Map 7: Displays the presence or absence of Landscape Enterprise Networks by 
county. See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains OS Data © 
Crown Copyright [and database right] (2021). 
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Map 8: Presents the location and the concentration of support/advisory/advocacy 
groups per county. See Table A.1 in Appendix 1 (section 9.1) for raw data. Contains 
OS Data © Crown Copyright [and database right] (2021)



   

 

Table A.1 - Raw data for maps used in this report 

County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Bedford
shire BDF 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Berkshi
re BRK 6 0 2 0 0 0 0 4 

Bristol BST 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Bucking
hamshir
e BKM 5 0 0 0 0 2 0 3 

Cambri
dgeshir
e CAM 9 1 2 1 0 1 1 4 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Cheshir
e CHS 8 1 3 0 0 0 0 5 

City and 
County 
of the 
City of 
London LON 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Cornwal
l CON 7 0 2 0 0 1 0 4 

Cumbri
a CMA 21 2 13 0 0 2 1 5 

Derbys
hire DBY 9 1 2 0 1 2 0 5 

Devon DEV 15 3 10 0 1 1 0 3 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Dorset DOR 12 0 6 0 2 2 0 3 

Durham DUR 6 0 1 0 0 0 0 4 

East 
Riding 
of 
Yorkshi
re ERY 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 

East 
Sussex ESX 8 0 3 0 0 1 0 4 

Essex ESS 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 

Glouces
tershire GLS 9 2 5 0 0 0 0 4 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Greater 
London GLN 4 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 

Greater 
Manche
ster GTM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Hampsh
ire HAM 15 1 6 0 2 1 0 6 

Herefor
dshire HEF 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 5 

Hertford
shire HRT 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Isle of 
Wight IOW 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Kent KEN 8 0 4 0 0 0 0 4 

Lancas
hire LAN 8 0 4 0 0 1 0 3 

Leicest
ershire LEI 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Lincoln
shire LIN 8 0 4 0 0 0 0 4 

Mersey
side MSY 4 1 0 0 0 1 0 3 

Norfolk NOR 12 0 6 0 0 1 1 4 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

North 
Yorkshi
re NYK 20 5 8 1 1 3 1 6 

Northa
mptons
hire NTH 5 0 1 0 0 0 0 4 

Northu
mberlan
d NBL 5 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 

Notting
hamshir
e NTT 5 1 1 0 0 0 0 4 

Oxfords
hire OXF 9 1 2 0 0 1 0 5 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Rutland RUT 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 

Shrops
hire SHR 9 0 3 1 0 1 0 4 

Somers
et SOM 12 1 2 1 1 1 0 7 

South 
Yorkshi
re SYK 5 1 1 0 0 1 0 3 

Stafford
shire STA 12 1 8 0 0 0 0 4 

Suffolk SUF 15 1 8 0 0 1 1 5 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Surrey SRY 10 1 3 1 0 2 0 6 

Tyne & 
Wear TWR 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 

Warwic
kshire WAR 6 0 3 0 0 0 0 3 

West 
Midland
s WMD 7 0 1 0 0 0 0 5 

West 
Sussex WSX 10 1 3 1 0 2 0 4 

West 
Yorkshi
re WYK 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 
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County 
Name 

County 
Abbreviation 

Farmer 
groups 
(map 1) 

Survey 
responder
s (map 2) 

Farmer 
cluster 
groups 
(map 3) 

Agricultural 
societies 
(map 4) 

Farmer 
cooperatives 
(map 5) 

River 
catchment 
groups 
(map 6) 

Landscape 
enterprise 
network 
(map 7) 

Support/
advisory/
advocacy 
(map 8) 

Wiltshir
e WIL 15 1 9 0 1 0 0 6 

Worcest
ershire WOR 5 0 2 0 0 0 0 3 

 



   

 

 

9.2 Appendix 2: Farmer Survey  
Exploring the potential of Regional Farm and Rural Support Groups to Access 

private Green Investment 

  

A growing number of private and public organisations are willing to engage with farmers to 
fund the adoption of land management practices which will generate ecosystem services 
beyond food production. Farmers organised in groups are more likely to be able to 
engage with these green investment opportunities than individual farmers in isolation.   

In this survey we want to better understand whether existing groups of farmers or 
organisations who have experience of working with and supporting groups of farmers, 
would be willing and able to act as a bridging organisation between farmers and private 
funders.   

For more information, please see the project website: 
https://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/projects/exploring-potential-regional-farm-and-rural-
support-groups-stimulate-green-finance   

For a survey information sheet, please see here: <Survey Information Sheet> 10 

We invite you to respond to this survey to provide your insights from the <name of the 
group>'s perspective.  

  

Your responses to this survey will be used to assess the geographical coverage of existing 
farmer groups and farmer support groups across England, current level of readiness to 
engage with private green investment and what support would be needed to allow existing 
farmer groups to fully engage with these new funding opportunities.  

Once you click next at the bottom of a page you will be unable to go back and edit 
previous answers. You can withdraw by exiting the survey at any point prior to clicking 
“submit”. ”If you wish to continue to fill in the survey at a later point in time, just exit the 

 

 

10 Not provided in this publication 

https://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/projects/exploring-potential-regional-farm-and-rural-support-groups-stimulate-green-finance
https://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/projects/exploring-potential-regional-farm-and-rural-support-groups-stimulate-green-finance
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survey and when clicking on the link, you will return to the latest page you had completed, 
with all your previous answered already saved.   

Thank you in advance for your contribution. If you agree to participate, please tick the box 
below, and click on the “Next” button at the bottom of the page to start the survey.   

 

 

 

Please Tick Box  
I am over 18 years old, I have read and understood the 
information provided in the information sheet regarding the 
terms of my participation in the survey and I agree to take part 
in the survey.  
  

  

  
Part 1: Your organisation and the farmer group  
Q1. – Which of the following would best define the group of farmers you work with? 
(tick one)  

a. A Farmer Cluster group  
b. A farmer cooperative  
c. An environmental farmer group  
d. Landscape Enterprise Networks group  
e. Farmers within a river catchment partnership (CaBA partnership)  
f. Private sector led group   
g. Individual farmers seeking support and advisory services from your organisation   
h. Other: _________________  

 
Here, if Q1= “g: individual farmers”, then display the following message:  
 
“If you work with individual farmers not organised as a group, when asked about 
characteristics of the “group of farmers” you work with, please answer the rest of 
the questionnaire considering all farmers you work with”.  
 
Q2. In what capacity are you answering the survey?   

a. You are the group lead / chair  
b. You are the group facilitator  
c. You are the group advisor  
d. You are a group member  
e. Other, please specify: ___________  

 
Q3. How was this group initiated?   

a. It was initiated by farmers and land managers  
b. It was initiated by a charity or NGO  
c. It was initiated by the local community  
d. It was initiated by a private sector company   
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e. Other, please specify: ______________  
 

Q4. When was this group of farmers created?__________ (year)  
 
Q5. Is there a history of collaboration between the farmers in the group, pre-dating 
your group’s formation?  
Slider from Very little history of collaboration between farmers from the group to very long 
history of collaboration.   
 
Q6. What are the main aims of your farmer group? (please rank the top 3 aims of 
your group in order of importance, 1 being the most important   

a. Achieve environmental objectives  
b. Social networking  
c. Business and farm economics support and advice  
d. Legal support and advice  
e. Support and knowledge exchange on agronomic practices  
f. Marketing/sale of farmers’ production  
g. Input provision for farmers  
h. Machinery sharing  
i. Increase food production  
j. Other, please specify: _______________  

 
Q7. What is your farmer group’s legal structure?  

a. A Community Interest Company  
b. A Farmer owned cooperative  
c. A Limited Liability Partnership  
d. A Limited Company  
e. A Charitable Incorporated Organisation  
f. A Charitable Company Limited by Guarantee  
g. An informal Group, with no defined legal entity  
h. Other, please specify: ______________________  

 
Q8. [If Q1 = individual farmers] How many farmers has your organisation engaged 
with, over the past 12 months? _____________  
 
Q8bis. [If Q1 ! ≠ individual farmers] How many farmers have been part of the group 
you work in the past 12 months? _________  
 
Q9. What approximate total area is covered by the farms in your group?   

a. ______________ ha  
b. I don’t know  

 
Q10. Where are the farmers from the group located?   

a. They are all located within a coherent geographical area (e.g. within a same 
catchment / landscape)  

b. They are spread across the county  
c. They are spread across the region  
d. They are spread nationally  
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Q11. What are the main farm types represented in your group of farmers? (tick all 
that apply)  

a. Specialised in crop production (general field cropping, forage or cereals, oilseed 
and protein crops)   

a. Specialised in grazing livestock (bovines or sheep)   
a. Mixed farming (bovines or sheep and crop production)  
b. Horticulture and permanent crops  
c. Specialist pigs or poultry  
d. Other, please specify: _________________  

 
Q12. Most farms in the group are:   

a. Commercial farms  
b. Hobby farms  
c. Contract farmers  

Q13. Group composition: (tick as many as apply)  
a. Farmers  
b. Other land managers   
c. Members of the local community  
d. Other local businesses  
e. Environmental charities or NGOs  
f. Other:____________  

 
Q14. Do farmers in the group belong to any cooperatives (e.g., buying groups, 
machinery rings, and production and marketing co-ops)? Yes/No tick boxes  
 
Q15. How is the group of farmers you work with organised? (tick all that apply)  

a. A board oversees the group’s management and operations  
b. Farmers in the group are represented by a Lead Farmer  
c. The group has a dedicated facilitator or advisor   
d. Farmers need to apply for membership to join the group   

 
Q16. Would you like to add any other information about the way the group of 
farmers you work with is organised? (free text box)  
 
Q17. [If “A board oversees the group’s management and operations” was ticked in 
Q15] Which stakeholders are represented on the board? (tick all that apply)  

a. Farmers  
b. Food chain actors   
c. Regulatory and public bodies   
d. Environmental NGOs  
e. Potential green investors   
f. Representatives of the local community   
g. Other, please specify: ____________  

 
Q18. What type of services does your farmers’ group provide its farmers? (tick all 
that apply)  

a. Agronomic advice  
b. Ecological advice  
c. Business management and farm economics advice  
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d. Legal advice  
e. Mental health support  
f. Communication and publicity  
g. Marketing advice  
h. Other, please specify: ______________  

  
Part 2: Resources  
 
[if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] We will start by asking a few questions about the 
farmers’ group main facilitator or advisor.   
 
Q19. [if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] – What is the status of your group 
facilitator / advisor? (the facilitator may be you)  

a. The facilitator/advisor is employed  
b. The facilitator/advisor is a volunteer  

Q20. [if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] How much time does the group 
facilitator/advisor dedicate to the group of farmers? (Note: if you work with 
individual farmers not organised as a group, please answer considering all farmers 
you work with)  

a. Full time working hours  
b. Part-time working hours, please indicate what share of a full time equivalent the 

facilitator/advisor dedicates to the group: _____________ [percentage from 0 to 
100%]  
 

Q22. [if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] How long has the facilitator/advisor been 
working:   

a. In the local area: ______ years  
b. With farmers in the local area (not necessarily with this specific group): ________ 

years  
c. With this specific group of farmers: _____________ years 

  
Q23. [if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] What are the main strengths and areas of 
expertise of your group’s main facilitator/advisor: (tick as many as apply)  

a. Ecology  
b. Agronomy  
c. Farm economics  
d. Sales and marketing of agricultural products  
e. Knowledge of funding sources for agri-environmental projects, green investment 

markets  
f. Tax and legal advice  
g. Facilitation  
h. Network   
i. External communication and publicity  
j. Negotiating skills  
k. Other, please specify: _________________  

  
We will now ask you some questions about the group’s financial resources and 
experience with agri-environmental funding.  
 



   

 

Page 91 of 105 Farmer groups in England: Stimulating the Growth of Nature Markets: 
NECR721 

Q24. [if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] For how long has funding been secured for 
the facilitator/advisor’s role?   

a. __________ years  
b. The facilitator/advisor has a permanent position that is not reliant on external 

funding being obtained by the group of farmers  
 

Q25. [if Q15 selected Advisor/facilitator] How confident are you in the group’s ability 
to secure funding for the group facilitator/advisor’s role in the longer term? Slider 
from not confident at all to very confident.  
 
Q26. What sources of funding, if any, has your group received to fund the group’s 
functioning? :   

a. Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund  
b. Natural environment investment readiness fund (NEIRF) grant  
c. Philanthropic funding (charitable trusts and individuals)  
d. Sponsorship by relevant companies e.g. seed merchants, agricultural machinery  
e. Farmers contributions  
f. Other, please state: ________ 

   
Q27. Approximately what share of farmers in the group have been enrolled in the 
Countryside Stewardship Scheme or other government-funded Agri-Environmental 
Scheme in the past? (slider 0-100%) ___%  
 
Part 3: Your group and private green investment  
 
Some private and other non-governmental actors are willing to pay farmers for the 
adoption of pro-environmental land management practices or the provision of ecosystem 
services. Examples of these are payments for:   
 

• carbon storage services to offset carbon emissions,   
• flood mitigation services through nature-based solutions,  
• biodiversity enhancement  
• afforestation   
• reducing runoff and improving water quality. 

   
Here, we would like to ask you to reflect about how your group or your organisation has 
engaged and/or could engage with this type of investment.  
  
In this survey, we are interested in all investment from private and other non-governmental 
organisations, paying farmers to adopt pro-environmental land use or land-management 
practices. This excludes publicly funded Agri-Environmental and Climate Schemes such 
as the countryside stewardship scheme.  
 
Q28: Has your group previously received green investment from the private sector? 
[yes/no]  
 
Q28b: [If Q28=yes] Please state through which mechanism funding was received 
(e.g. EnTrade, NatureBid, Woodland Carbon Code, Peatland carbon Code), what role 
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you played in the transaction and what the funding paid for: 
____________________________  
 
Q29. Please indicate how interested your group is to engage with private green 
investment in the future? 5 points likert scale from not interested at all to very 
interested.    
 
Q29b. Please explain your answer: (free text box) ___________  
 
Q30. Which of the following factors prevent your group from engaging with green 
investments from the private sector? (4 options: not a barrier, minor barrier, major 
barrier, I don’t know)  

a. Lack of potential investors  
b. Engaging with this new type of investments is perceived as too risky by farmers 

within the group  
c. Lack of clear legal framework for private green investments on farms  
d. Tax implications of private green investments on farms  
e. Having to commit land in the medium to long term  
f. Payments currently proposed are too low  
g. Lack of trust towards private investors  
h. Lack of confidence in the environmental benefits of these investments  
i. Incompatibility between farmers’ food production objectives and green investments’ 

environmental objectives   
 

Q30b. Is there anything else preventing your group from engaging with green 
investments from the private sector? (free text box) _________  
 
Q31. In your opinion, which are the main benefits and disadvantages of accessing 
private investment as a group compared to as individual farmers? (4 options: not 
important at all, slightly important, very important, I don’t know)  

a. Sharing the administrative costs and burden   
b. Achieving environmental benefits beyond individual farms’ boundaries  
c. Sharing the risks of not achieving the environmental objectives  
a. Being eligible for additional sources of funding   
b. Increased overall costs and burden associated with working as a group  

 
Q31b: Are there other benefits or disadvantages you would like to add? (free text 
box)___________  
 
Q32. [If Q29 ≠ “not interested at all] What role would you foresee for your group in 
terms of engaging with private green investment?   

a. Receive and redistribute funding amongst members  
b. Negotiate with potential buyers and investors from the private sector  
c. Apply for public funding or blended funding options such as the Environmental Land 

management (ELM) “Landscape Recovery” scheme.   
d. Design interventions on the group’s farms to match the demand for specific 

environmental objectives set by a buyer or green finance investor   
e. Provide legal support and advice to farmers  
f. Other, please describe: _________  
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Q33. [If Q29 ≠ “not interested at all] Given the current set of skills and knowledge 
available to support the group, how would you assess your group’s current level of 
readiness to engage with private sector green investment?  5 points likert scale 
from not ready at all to absolutely ready.     
 
Q34. [If Q29 ≠ “not interested at all] In your opinion, how well connected is your 
group to the following actors:  
 
  Not 

connected 
at all  

Slightly 
connected  

Well 
connected  

Ver well 
connected  

a. Other farmers outside the group          
b. Other local land-manager, beyond 

farming  
        

c. Other farmer groups in the area          
d. Food chain actors (e.g., processors, 

retailers)  
        

e. Environmental institutions and 
NGOs  

        

f. Public and regulatory bodies (e.g., 
DEFRA)  

        

g. Other private actors, who may 
benefit from green investments in 
farming (e.g., water utilities, 
commodity buyers)  

        

h. Experts or advisory services in farm 
ecology  

        

i. Experts or advisory services in 
agronomy  

        

j. Other (please say who)          
  
Q35. [If Q29 ≠ “not interested at all] How confident are you in your group’s capacity 
to identify management practices or land use changes that could be implemented 
by farmers within the group to respond to specific demands from private 
investors?    
 
  Not 

confident 
at all  

Not quite 
confident  

Neutral  Quite 
confident  

Absolutely 
confident  

a. Carbon storage            
b. Flood mitigation            
c. Water quality 

improvement  
          

d. Biodiversity 
enhancement  
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Q36. [If Q29 ≠ “not interested at all] What support and information would your group 
need to be able to (further) engage with new green investment opportunities from 
the private sector? (tick all that apply)  
 
  Information 

should be 
made 
available  

External 
consultants 
should be 
available for 
consultation  

Training for the 
group 
advisor/facilitator 
should be 
provided  

No 
need  

a. Ecology – how to assess 
baseline ecological status of 
farms and how to monitor 
changes  

        

b. Agronomy          
c. Farm economics (e.g. 

assessing the cost to farmers 
of potential interventions)  

        

d. Information on funding sources 
from private green investment  

        

e. Tax implications of engaging 
with private green investment  

        

f. Legal advice           
g. Training in group facilitation          
h. Networking opportunities with 

key private green investment 
actors  

        

i. Training in communication          
j. Negotiating approaches          
k. Environmental regulation          
l. Support with funding 

applications   
        

m. Other, please specify: 
_________________  

        

  
Q37: Which groups of farmers would you find most relevant to act as bridging 
organisations between farmers and private investors?   

a. Farmer cooperatives  
b. Farmers’ buying groups  
c. Farmer Cluster groups  
d. River catchment groups  
e. Other, please specify: __________  

 
Q38: Do you have any other comments you would like to make about your group 
and private green investment opportunities? (free text box)  
  
Part 4: Data sharing  
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We would like to create a register of existing farmer groups. This would appear on a 
map of England, and each group associated with a postcode district. Would you 
agree for us to share: (tick all that apply)   

• The farmer group’s/organisation’s name (please indicate the group’s name we 
should use if other than <name of group>):________  

• A contact email, please state which: _____________  
• The current number of farmers you work with (as entered earlier in the survey)  
• The acreage covered (as entered earlier in the survey)  
• The approximate location of your group (please indicate 4 Digit postcode 

district):______  
 

In the next stage of our research, we would like to interview on the phone or via 
video-conferencing, representatives from some of the groups who answered this 
questionnaire. The interview would last less than 1 hour and can be organised at the 
day and time of your convenience. Would you agree to be contacted about this? 
Yes/No  
 
If yes: Please provide an email address and telephone number to be contacted:   
Email address: ____________  
Phone number: ______________  
 
Would you like to receive a summary of the results produced by this project? 
Yes/No  
 
If yes. At which email address should we send this summary:   

a. Same as above  
b. Other, please specify: _____________________  

 
This is the end of the questionnaire. Once you click on next at the bottom of this 
page you will no longer be able to edit your responses. 
Many thanks for taking the time to participate. 



   

 

9.3 Appendix 3: Generic Topic guide used for 
interviews  

These topics were always selected from and adapted during preparation for each 
interview.  

Major theme /goal  Specific topics and draft questions for interview   

Understand what 
fosters motivation to 
consider ecosystem 
markets and other 
private investment 
opportunities.  

  

 What predisposes members’ interest in new private sector 
investments? [If survey response indicates interest in new 
investments]  

 [How did opportunity X come to be discussed by the group?]  

 Have any other investment opportunities been discussed by the 
group?  

 What positives or opportunities, if any, were perceived?  

 What constraints, risks or downsides were expected?  

[If more than one opportunity have been considered, explore if 
differences between them]  

If and how did views vary according across the group?  (e.g. 
according to farm types, farmer backgrounds, other).  

Understand what 
builds confidence to 
access or participate in 
new private sector 
investments and 
ecosystem markets.  

  

 What aids members to access/participate new markets?   

 What sources of knowledge were/are useful?  

 What pre-existing expertise, contacts or networks (if any) help 
individuals appraise and access new private sector 
opportunities?  

 What other resources were/could be useful?  

 What constraints or challenges hinder access to new markets?  

 What information gaps or questions were experienced 
/expected? What other resources or capacities would be 
useful?  
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Major theme /goal  Specific topics and draft questions for interview   

 What ‘stumbling blocks’ or tricky issues are 
experienced/expected to commit to new investments?   

If and how may views vary according across the group?  (e.g. 
according to farm types, farmer backgrounds, other).  

Understand issues 
specific to enabling 
collaboration between 
members.  

  

 What enables members to collaborate?  

 Prior experience of other schemes or opportunities?  

 What forms of trust are key - interpersonal trust: farmers vs 
facilitator, procedural trust. What builds that (eg time, grp 
structure etc.)  

 What principles, processes and/or legal structures are useful to 
enable and underpin collaboration.  

 What challenges or constrains collaboration?  

If and how may willingness and ability to collaborate vary 
according across the group?  (e.g. according to farm types, 
farmer backgrounds, other).  

Understand role of 
facilitators in 
accessing new 
ecosystem markets  

 How do you see your role in help farmers to access new 
ecosystem markets /private sector investments?  

 In what way(s) have you - or could you - facilitate access?  (e.g. 
aggregate suppliers, provide information, negotiate contracts)  

 Do any of your group’s attributes (incl. history or governance 
structure) affect your remit and response?  

 What constraints and enablers can affect facilitator ability to 
engage in new ecosystem markets?  

 What resources or other opportunities would help you to do 
more to make this happen?  

What would be the risks or downsides   
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Major theme /goal  Specific topics and draft questions for interview   

Identify reflection, 
learning and 
recommendations.  

  

 If/how have your views, and the views of your group members 
changed over time? Why/why not?  

 What would need to change in order for your group to engage 
more with new private sector investments?  

 What recommendations would you make to other groups – and 
their facilitators – considering accessing new private sector 
investments? [Where there is already experience]  

What recommendations would you make to policy – or any 
other groups – to enable collectives to access ecosystem 
markets and related private sector investments?   

 



   

 

9.4 Appendix 4: Farmer group characteristics 
Short forms of survey questions are used as headings in this table. Nature markets is used as a shorthand for engaging with including 
green finance or new private sector actors seeking to support land management for specific ecosystem goods or services.  

ID
  

Experienc
e of 
nature 
markets  

Interest in 
nature 
markets  

Purpose or 
type of 
group  

How was 
this 
group 
initiated?
  

History of 
collaboratio
n   

Legal 
structure  

Grou
p 
size  

Geographic
al spread of 
group 
members  

Main farm 
types 
represente
d  

Role of 
interviewe
e  

A  Yes  

Moderatel
y 
interested
  

Community 
Interest 
Company   

By 
farmers 
& land 
manager
s  

Long history 
of 
collaboration
  

Communit
y Interest 
Company  

150+
  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock   

Mixed 
farming   

Group 
lead / 
chair  

B  Yes  

Moderatel
y 
interested
  

We give 
advice & 
support to 
clusters & 
individuals   

By 
farmers 
& land 
manager
s  

Some 
history of 
collaboration
  

Informal 
structure  

150+
  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock   

Lead 
officer  
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C  No  
Extremely 
interested
  

A Farmer 
Cluster 
group  

By a 
charity or 
NGO  

No history of 
collaboration
  

An 
informal 
Group, 
with no 
defined 
legal 
entity  

0 < 
15  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in crop 
production 
  

Facilitator  

D  No  
Extremely 
interested
  

An 
environment
al farmer 
group  

By 
farmers 
& land 
manager
s  

Some 
history of 
collaboration
  

A 
Charitable 
Company 
Limited by 
Guarante
e  

50 < 
150  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock 
(bovines or 
sheep)  

Group 
member  

E  No  
Extremely 
interested
  

Individual 
farmers 
seeking 
support & 
advisory 
services 
from the 
organisation  

By 
farmers 
& land 
manager
s  

Long history 
of 
collaboration
  

A limited 
company  

150+
  Spread out  

Specialise
d in crop 
production 
(general 
field 
cropping, 
forage or 
cereals, 
oilseed & 
protein 
crops), 
Specialise

Advisor  
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d in 
grazing 
livestock 
(bovines or 
sheep), 
Mixed 
farming 
(bovines or 
sheep & 
crop 
production)
, 
Horticultur
e & 
permanent 
crops, 
Specialist 
pigs or 
poultry. 
Any rural 
business  

F  No  
Very 
interested
  

Individual 
farmers 
seeking 
support & 
advisory 
services 

By a 
charity or 
NGO  

No history of 
collaboration
  

An 
informal 
Group, 
with no 
defined 

80  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in crop 
production 
(general 
field 
cropping, 

Group 
lead / 
chair  
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from the 
organisation  

legal 
entity  

forage or 
cereals, 
oilseed & 
protein 
crops), 
Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock 
(bovines or 
sheep), 
Mixed 
farming 
(bovines or 
sheep & 
crop 
production)
  

G
  No  

Moderatel
y 
interested
  

A Farmer 
Cluster 
group  

By a 
charity or 
NGO  

No history of 
collaboration
  

An 
informal 
Group, 
with no 
defined 
legal 
entity  

0 < 
15  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in crop 
production 
(general 
field 
cropping, 
forage or 
cereals, 
oilseed & 

Facilitator 
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protein 
crops), 
Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock 
(bovines or 
sheep), 
Mixed 
farming 
(bovines or 
sheep & 
crop 
production)
  

H  No  
Extremely 
interested
  

A Farmer 
Cluster 
group  

By a 
private 
sector 
company
  

No history of 
collaboration
  

An 
informal 
Group, 
with no 
defined 
legal 
entity  

50 < 
150  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock  

Facilitator 
  

I  No  Moderatel
y 

A Farmer 
Cluster 
group  

By 
farmers 

Some 
history of 

A 
Charitable 
Company 
Limited by 

15 < 
50  Contiguous  

Specialise
d in 
grazing 
livestock 

Facilitator  
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interested
  

& a 
charity  

collaboration
  

Guarante
e  

(bovines or 
sheep), 
Mixed 
farming 
(bovines or 
sheep & 
crop 
production)
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