
 

 

Introduction 
This is a 2-page summary of the ‘Exmoor’s Ambition ELM Test and Trial’ which took place between October 

2019 and March 2021.  The project was one of the first phase of ‘Tests and Trials’ commissioned by the 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) to contribute to the design of its new flagship 

Environmental Land Management (ELM) programme.  It built on an earlier ‘Exmoor’s Ambition’ report (ENPA & 

EHFN, 2018) which was presented to the Secretary of State, Michael Gove, in June 2018.   

Overview of project objectives 
The project had three main objectives, each of which formed a separate thread of activity, as follows: 

A.  Quantifying Natural Capital as the basis of Land Management Plans 

A test on how to make spatial data on natural capital assets and public goods available to farmers, 
advisers and scheme managers in a consistent and easily-used format so that it can form the basis for 
land managers’ ‘offers’ for ELM support.  

B.  Defining ELM objectives at a landscape scale  

A test to agree the strategic approach at a landscape/catchment scale for what the ELM will deliver. 

C.  Setting payment levels and modelling scheme impacts 

A trial to establish the payment mechanisms and levels needed to achieve the ELM’s objective. 

 

Themes and research questions addressed  

Defra theme Primary research questions 

Land  

Management  

Plans (LMP) 

What are the important components to include in a LMP? 
How are stated local and national priorities decided for inclusion in LMPs? 
What tools and mechanisms are used to produce LMPs (e.g. data format, stakeholders 
involved)? 

Spatial 
prioritisation 

How have T&Ts defined local priorities and with whom?  
What activities have been carried out to help identify local priorities at different scales? 

Payments How could the methodology for calculating ELM payment rates be refined to better 
reflect the true opportunity costs (for each individual land manager)? 

Innovative 
delivery 

To what extent have T&Ts identified and used innovative tools and mechanisms (e.g. 
apps) to contribute to the development of LMPs and delivery of anticipated outcomes? 

Advice & 
guidance 

In what ways has advice, facilitation and/or guidance supported T&Ts to achieve their 
objectives? In what contexts, for whom and in what circumstances? 

Executive Summary 

The project worked with 26 
farmers and land managers, 
selected to represent the range of 
land holdings on Exmoor. 

The farmers tested out different 
parts of the project on their land 
and gave their views on what 
worked and didn’t work. 

Their participation is gratefully 
acknowledged. 

 



Innovative outputs from the project 

         

         

Key conclusions and lessons learned 

1. The concept of natural capital, describing the 

range of assets held by farmers that provide 

public goods valued by society, provides a good 

basis for drawing up Land Management Plans for 

ELM.  Most farmers support the concept, but the 

terminology of natural capital is unfamiliar and 

may be initially off-putting, so the language that is 

used to explain it will be important.   

2. The role of maps and other information. We 

found that using maps to show the location of 

natural capital assets helps identify priorities and 

opportunities on the farm.  Combining this with 

information about the business helps root the 

Land Management Plan ensures it is practically 

and commercially relevant.   

3. Support from an adviser will be needed to help 

draw up the Land Management Plan (3-6 days on 

an 80 ha mixed farm is realistic).  A mix of support 

from scheme officers, generalist independent 

advisers and specialists will be most effective. 

4. We found that national and local priorities for 

land management can be readily identified from 

policy and show considerable overlap. They do 

however differ in emphasis with local policy 

having a stronger focus on the cultural aspects 

including the local economy, both agriculture and 

tourism, and engagement through access, 

appreciation and celebration of the historic 

landscape.  

5. Translating policy from the page into legible 

spatial data at a landscape scale is a lengthy 

process and involves considerable work with 

natural capital data. The results suggest potential 

options for prioritising public goods, such as 

nature recovery to deliver multiple benefits.  

Mapping has stimulated positive discussions with 

stakeholders but not yet produced a consensus 

on prioritising land management activity. Further 

mapping work and testing with land managers is 

needed. 

6. Although farmers like the idea that payments for 

environmental outcomes will be based both on 

their own costs and also the value of public 

benefits provided (natural capital values), we 

discovered that there are a number of 

methodological barriers to providing reliable 

natural capital values, particularly for cultural 

benefits such as wildlife, landscape character and 

the historic environment.  Natural capital values 

on their own also have the disadvantage of not 

taking account of the costs incurred by farmers 

which will obviously be a critical factor in whether 

they choose to deliver them.  

7. The income-foregone approach to calculating 

payments for environmental measures needs to 

be updated as a result of the withdrawal of the 

Basic Payment Scheme which, in upland areas like 

Exmoor has underpinned farm profitability.  ELM 

payments will need to include a share of the 

whole-enterprise fixed costs (such as land, 

machinery and core labour costs) and thus will 

need to be significantly higher than those offered 

under previous agri-environment schemes that 

existed within the context of BPS and its 

predecessors. 

8. The risks of under-funding ELM investment.  If 

the overall level of public payments received by 

farmers and land managers in upland areas like 

Exmoor were to fall, there is a high likelihood of 

major restructuring and withdrawal from 

management of economically marginal, but 

environmentally valuable, sites such as heather 

moorland, wetlands and semi-natural woodland. 

Project led by with support from and funded by 

   

Use of the UKHab classification 

to map natural capital assets 

Field survey forms to monitor 

condition and outcomes 

Incentive payments that reflect 

the full cost of delivery 

An online portal for  sharing 

spatial data with participants 

Landscape scale maps to show 

environmental opportunities 

An interactive calculator to 

develop the business case 

May 2021 




