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Stakeholders as drivers of policy and research
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Veronica Waller, LEADER+
Session Presentation Summary

The first two presentations in this session deal with methods and practice for seeking consensus and allowing dialogue: Klaus Hubacek from the University of Leeds started the session by discussing social network analysis as a tool to tackle conflicts in the Peak District National Park. Social network analysis identifies and supports appropriate involvement of stakeholders. There is a need to have all sides of debate on given issues represented in an inclusive way; but one that does not lead to unmanageably large meetings with a polarisation of views across multiple choices. A focus group approach was used to identify stakeholders; clarify their particular interests; and discover interactions between stakeholders and with the participatory approach of the scientists. “Snowballing” from the focus groups allowed identification of thirty individuals who represented a cross-section of views which were gathered by semi-structured interview. Structured telephone interviews were then conducted with twenty-two of the original thirty interviewees and they were asked about their frequency of contact with other stakeholders and to what extent their views overlapped. These interviews identified areas of mutual concern around which constructive dialogue was likely. This methodology can be used in the formation of multi-stakeholder groups to improve communication and build trust that enables the development of consensus views.  
John Waldon described the work carried out in the Dartmoor National Park (DNP Authority) by the development of the Dartmoor Vision within its Moors Future Project.  The Vision is concerned with Dartmoor’s moorland and associated commons and is a project that is underpinned by seeking the views of farmers without any predetermined outcome. This consultation revealed farmers’ concerns about conflicting messages, about their feeling of not being involved in developing solutions to moorland management and about the lack of a long-term view. These concerns were reported to the statutory agencies, (English Nature, English Heritage, Rural Development Service, DNPA, Forestry Commission, Environment Agency and Defence Estates) who agreed to collaborate on preparing a map that would illustrate their joint vision for Dartmoor’s moorlands. The method used to secure consensus was to hold successive meetings of ecologists to agree an ecologists’ vision. Although impact of climate change and the future of woodland was controversial a consensus view of a desired habitat map for 2030 was eventually obtained. A similar process secured agreements of archaeologists over identification of premier archaeological landscapes (PALS). The two groups and maps were then brought together and consensus reached on a common vision. The vision was then endorsed by agencies and the Dartmoor Commoners’ Council and the final map is publicly available.

An early stage in the development of a comparison between the hill farming systems Hill Farming Systems in the Cumbria Fells and Dales area and the Lozère region of France was described by Veronica Waller. The objective of the study in both areas is 

a) to make a case for continuing public support for hill farming 

b) to provide evidence for why consumers might want to pay more for hill farming products

c) to help the hill farming community advocate its role in relation to the delivery of public goods

A longer term aim is to produce a charter for Hill Farming (or low mountain farming) that sets out its social, economic and environmental value. In Cumbria interviews are being carried out over the summer with sample farmers by members of a farmers' network organisation. Results of the samples will inform a series of meetings held to discuss CAP reform. It will also inform reciprocal visits between groups of farmers from the Lozère and Cumbria. This “Action Research” will be complemented by a review of relevant literature and data undertaken by the Project Officer. The Project runs from January 2006 to November 2007.
The Loweswater Improvement Project is an initiative established by the thirteen farmers who manage the catchment of Loweswater, a small lake in the north-west of the Lake District. They did this in response to deteriorating water quality with the aim of tackling pollution. Lisa Norton described how she as a researcher with the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology had become involved with this initiative. The mutual engagement of farmers and researchers identified relatively limited environmental data but a joint desire to understand more about the link between farming practices and water quality by establishing a monitoring regime. This regime was established by means of a successful application by a partnership of farmers, researchers and the National Trust (Lake owners) to the Defra funded Rural Enterprise Scheme. Funding re-enforced the community participation in implementing the project and farmers and the community were engaged with data collection, discussing the context to data interpretation and identification of mechanisms to reduce pollution. The study identified problems from slurry and manure holdings and from inadequate septic tanks. Partnership solutions have been sought and a bid was prepared to the joint research council’s Rural Economy and Land Use Programme for further community and science research.

Geoff Brown then described the LEADER approach to Rural Development. This focused on the merit of a “bottom up” approach with a Local Action Group involving a public/private partnership determining grant funding on the theme of adding value to local products.  The LEADER approach will in future be part of the mainstream European funding under the Rural Development Regulation and at least 5% of funds will need to be distributed using this approach. There are discussions taking place about the role of LEADER in future rural development grants in the North West but the likelihood of modulation of up to 25% to fund the new programme risks alienating the farming community.

Julia Aglionby from H&H Bowe discussed the practicalities and challenges arising from funding changes for some of the farming community, particularly from the perspective of getting commoners to sign up to environmental scheme agreements, and the new Higher Level Stewardship Scheme. She identified the need to engage with each individual commoner to understand their objectives and to establish trust. Mrs Aglionby noted that it was also important to create a sense of ownership amongst the commoners of the environmental agreement and to allow time for the process to be completed. Understanding the needs and points of view of all the stakeholders involved was critical to success.

Will Rawling spoke on the Future of the Fells project which was undertaken by Rural Futures and commissioned by the International Centre for the Uplands - Cumbria. This project, carried out in 2005, attempted to record the use and active management of the fells against a background of concern about the impact of environmental schemes and a decline in hill farm incomes. The research involved a discussion with key graziers on the basis of 20 questions designed to produce indices on levels of confidence, incentives to carry on in hill farming, challenges to farming on the fells and the state of shepherding. The results showed differences between the Eastern fells and the Western fells wit the Lake District threatened by abandonment of fell land and the Pennines threatened by ranching. The research involved members of the farming community working for Rural Futures and key individuals on common grazings.

Carol Somper from Forum for the Future gave a paper on making Exmoor Sustainable. This involved an appraisal process of the Exmoor National Park assessing their sustainability performance. National Park staff and councillors attended workshops on human capital (the resources of individuals), social capital (the interaction between people), natural capital (the environment of the Park), manufactured capital (infrastructure) and financial capital (the value of all the other types of capital). The project identified a number of strengths including the Park’s approach to minerals management, good communication and education schemes. Although the Park would have preferred to have more control over the operation of the new environmental schemes it was realised that this was a “poisoned chalice” that might threaten their relationship with stakeholders. The results of the project have contributed to the new Exmoor Park Management Plan which is currently subject to consultation and will operate from April 2007.

Session Discussion and Conclusions

The discussion concluded that:

National Government needs to improve how it communicates the desired outcomes of its policies in relation to environmental schemes and rural development.  Local officials need to be trusted to implement these policies and make sure that those delivering the outcomes, such as farmers, understand the objectives.  For example, farmers could have been more effectively involved early on in the process of determining optimum grazing levels to get SSSIs in favourable condition. National officials need to have more exposure to local stakeholders to understand how policies are impacting on the ground and to improve their practical knowledge. 

It was agreed that it was necessary for those setting up initiatives to 

· Use clear and accessible language to get across key messages and objectives

· Identify who all stakeholders are before the project starts and ensure they are all involved from the beginning 

· Find out how stakeholders relate to one another and identify areas of concern or potential conflict

· Recognise the importance of talking to, involving and understanding local farmers and land managers

· Use local knowledge and language to ensure the participation of stakeholders with different backgrounds

· Empower local communities to be actively involved in the process. Build capacity through improved skills and confidence

· Offer a real opportunity for local participation. Ensure that there is two way dialogue and that talk translates into action. Involve stakeholders in finding to the solutions to local problems / issues

In achieving this method of consultation, the conference agreed that it was important to establish a common commitment to the direct of travel even if ultimate outcomes cannot initially be agreed. Nevertheless clearly defined goals and objectives are essential. The benefits of such projects need to be sold by increasing the awareness of how the project can help those involved. Small, or one to one meetings are an important way of involving stakeholder at a personal level. Similarly, the use of site visits to break down barriers and encourage stakeholders to be actively involved or lead events is often effective.

Delegates were agreed on the important element of time. It takes time to set up an effective project. Undertaking ground work such as myth busting is a good investment. Also, the long-term continuity of work is important. Most projects were seen as having too short a time scale and having no long term community liaison to ensure ongoing community support.

The discussion also identified the need for agencies and other organisations to be responsible for ensuring that feedback from local initiatives, research and successes are passed back up to national policy makers. They identified that national policy makers need detailed information such as that collected by the Future of the Fells project (See Workshop) to publicise that the threat to fell land may now be from abandonment and “ranching” and not overgrazing.

Further research needs arising from this session are:

Paper presenters and conference delegates were unanimous in their support for participatory research. Nevertheless, each of the presenters offered very different types of participation and many of the wider conference discussions featured interesting debates on governance, democratic involvement and degrees of devolution in decision making. Some comparative research on what types of participative research have most policy impact and what institutional arrangements benefit most from interdisciplinary approaches would be valuable. Research associated with the development of the Rural Development Regulation Implementation Plans for 2007 -2013 could explore this avenue. This might also inform the participatory approach suggested in the consultation document for a British Standard in Rural Development (BS 8900).
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