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collective, providing a ‘bottom-up’ alternative to the ‘top-down’, government-
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initiated agri-environment schemes. Although cross-farm cooperation can be

Handling Editor: Jonas Hagge found in mainland Europe, this specific Farmer Cluster approach had not yet
been tested before 2020.

2. FRAMEwork (Farmer clusters for Realising Agrobiodiversity Management across
Ecosystems), an EU Horizon 2020 project, aims to identify whether Farmer
Clusters could be established in other European countries and improve farmland
biodiversity at the landscape scale.

3. FRAMEwork established 11 Farmer Clusters across nine European countries. The
aim of this paper was to describe the different strategies used, the challenges
faced and the potential solutions identified to provide future practitioners with
guidance.

4. Formingthe Farmer Clusters required a wide range of approaches, from contacting
previously known farmers to using advertising campaigns. An integral part of the
Farmer Cluster approach is the presence of a ‘facilitator’, someone with farming
and environmental knowledge, who can support the group and assist them in
their biodiversity-friendly actions.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited.
© 2025 The Author(s). Ecological Solutions and Evidence published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Ecological Society.

Ecol Solut Evid. 2025;6:€70097. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/eso3 1o0f11
https://doi.org/10.1002/2688-8319.70097


https://doi.org/10.1002/2688-8319.70097
www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/eso3
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0149-1820
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7027-1370
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6659-7266
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:rnichols@gwct.org.uk

NICHOLS €T AL.

20f11 BRITISH 5 5 .
EEE%?EF#“L _Ecological Solutions and Evidence

5. Managementof the Farmer Clustersrequired various strategies, and the facilitators

were provided with training through the FRAMEwork project. These strategies
were applied to unite the farmers within each Farmer Cluster, encouraging them
to collaborate and identify their own biodiversity targets.

. Expanding the scope of Farmer Cluster activities to enable farmers and local
communities and volunteers to observe and monitor biodiversity themselves
requires additional effort. However, it provides learning opportunities and capacity
development in Farmer Clusters to enhance local collection of information and
improved knowledge of local actions and outcomes.

. Practical Implication. Farmer Clusters provide a strategy to tackle biodiversity
restoration across European farmland at the landscape scale. They also offer
tailored and targeted advice from expert facilitators, alleviating the constraints of
the current ‘top-down’ process, allowing farmers more flexibility and ownership
of their biodiversity goals. We encourage European policymakers to take up

the Farmer Cluster model and provide a facilitation fund similar to that found in

KEYWORDS

1 | INTRODUCTION

Agri-environment schemes (AES) were first introduced in Europe
in the 1980s and were formally incorporated into European Union
(EV) policy in 1992 with the first reform of the Common Agriculture
Policy (CAP). The schemes have typically followed a ‘top-down,
action-based’ approach where the environmental priorities and as-
sociated actions are set by government agencies, with the require-
ment that farmers follow these to receive payment. Furthermore,
the schemes have typically been aimed at individual farms, with very
few providing any advisory support (Natural England, 2013), and
lacking any formal monitoring and evaluation. As a result, AES have
been inflexible and uncoordinated, risk being poorly implemented
and fail to provide evidence of their effectiveness and motivation for
their ongoing use (Batary et al., 2015; Kleijn et al., 2006).

Although farms are individual entities, cross-farm cooperation
can be found across Europe (Prager, 2015). For instance, in France,
farm cooperatives (Groupement Agricole d'Exploitation en Commun)
are well established (L'Insee and le Service de la Statistique et de la
Prospective (SSP) du ministére de I'Agriculture et de la Souveraineté
alimentaire, 2024) and often focus on social issues within the
farm group and building strong links with the local community
(Agricultural and Rural Convention (ARC), 2021). In the Netherlands,
the government ceased accepting AES applications from individual
farms in 2016, and now only accepts applications from farm cooper-
atives (groups of regional farms). These new schemes also offer much
more flexibility, as although the environmental directives are still set
by the government, the cooperative can ‘fine-tune’ the agreement
for each farm. There is also flexibility in the location and activity

England to better aid farmland biodiversity recovery at the landscape scale.

agri-environment scheme, bottom-up, farmer groups, farming community, farmland
biodiversity, landscape-scale

of each scheme, allowing farmers to change dates or locations of
an AES, giving them the freedom to determine how best to achieve
the intended results and respond to the local weather conditions
during that season or year (Terwan et al., 2016). Additionally, several
European countries are now utilising results-based agri-environment
payment schemes (RBAPS; Frangez & Suske, 2019). When these
schemes and their management are more flexible than typical
AES, a hypothetical contract agreement can be favoured by farm-
ers (D'Alberto et al., 2024), though more intensive farmers are less
likely to take up RBAPS contracts (Niskanen et al., 2021; Thiermann
et al., 2023). RBAPS have been shown to work particularly well when
neighbouring farms combine their efforts to create species or taxa
specific habitat networks (Corncrake LIFE, 2024), using an indicator
species to identify their success (Larkin & Stanley, 2021).

Within the United Kingdom, it was determined that to increase
countryside biodiversity, conservation needed to be ‘bigger, bet-
ter and joined’ (Lawton et al., 2010). The Grey Partridge Recovery
Project in Sussex, England (Ewald et al., 2012; Potts, 2012) prompted
adiscussion around the potential of wildlife ‘spillover’ into neighbour-
ing farmland by improving habitat networks (Thompson et al., 2015).
Additionally, the Marlborough Downs Nature Improvement Area
(NIA), one of the piloted NIAs at the time, happened to be farmer-
led and particularly successful. This resulted in development of the
Farmer Cluster (FC) approach where groups of farmers, located in
the same region, shared knowledge and supported each other to
improve the biodiversity of their farms. Rather than the prevailing
top-down approach, FCs were conceived as ‘bottom-up’; a term
used to define when the farmers identified their own conservation
priorities as a collective and were responsible for choosing which
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biodiversity-friendly practices to implement, regardless of any
prescribed schemes set out by the local governing body. This was
done with advice and support from a ‘facilitator’, someone with
expertise in either farmland conservation, agricultural biodiversity
monitoring and/or AES. The Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust
(GWCT) received government approval to pilot the FC approach
between September 2013 and March 2015. The FC movement
has since expanded with the help of the ‘Facilitation Fund’ (Natural
England, 2023), which covered facilitation costs and has supported
224 groups since it started in 2015 (Rural Payments Agency, 2023),
and, together with self-funded FCs, has seen 450,000ha of land
under FC management since their inception in 2010 (Game and
Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT), 2019). This provides a proof-
of-concept by which farmland conservation can be supported at
scale. Furthermore, with innovative solutions for effective farmland
conservation entering EU policy discussion (D'Alberto et al., 2024),
trialling the English FC approach in Europe was perfectly timed.

2 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

The FRAMEwork project (Farmer clusters for Realising
Agrobiodiversity Management across Ecosystems) commenced in
October 2020 and is due to end in September 2025. Throughout
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the course of the project, the facilitators and facilitating teams pre-
sented updates on their FC and its activities, submitted regular peri-
odic reports detailing their progress and any issues they faced, and
used meetings with other facilitators and project partners to brain-
storm solutions to problems they encountered. These interactions
and documents were compiled to provide the contents for this man-
uscript, intended as guidance for any future practitioner or academic

interested in the FC approach.

3 | FARMER CLUSTERS IN EUROPE
3.1 | FRAMEwork Farmer Clusters across Europe

Inspired by the growing number of FCs in the United Kingdom
along with the presence of farmer cooperatives in other European
countries, the FRAMEwork project, a multi-partner project funded
by the EU Horizon 2020 funding programme, was established. The
project is taking an action-based research approach to investi-
gate the potential of FCs to promote biodiversity-friendly farming
across Europe. Eleven FCs were initiated as part of the project
during 2020-2021, ranging spatially from a dense network of
boundary-joined farms to a sparser, wide-ranging farm network
(Figure 1). These FCs have acted as living laboratories, providing
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FIGURE 1 Farmer Clusters in the FRAMEwork project. Locations of all FRAMEwork Farmer Clusters in Europe, and demonstrations of the
different spatial structures, with Estonia representing a highly adjoined Farmer Cluster, and the Czech Republic a more dispersed Farmer Cluster.
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real-world platforms for the study of collective, landscape-scale
management aimed at improving biodiversity across a spectrum
of European farming systems including mixed, arable, permanent
grassland and orchards (Table 1). Each FC is supported by a facili-
tator or facilitating team, defined its own biodiversity goals and
has implemented different habitat improvements based on these
goals (Table 1). However, forming and managing these FCs pre-
sented many challenges, and here we provide practitioners with
guidance and solutions to typical issues they may face when form-

ing and managing a FC.

3.2 | Forming Farmer Clusters in Europe

FRAMEwork sought to establish FCs using a variety of approaches.
Based on the English experience, the importance of a lead farmer
choosing to set up a FC and drawing on social, often neighbour-
ing, contacts was favoured, particularly when building momentum
and remaining farmer-led. However, with the Facilitation Fund, it
is also common to find FCs that have formed with the input of
an external organisation. Therefore, to establish FCs within the
demands and constraints of the FRAMEwork project, a range of
alternative methods for initiating the FCs was also used (Table 2).
In all cases except England, the process was initiated by an ex-
ternal organisation (project partner); in some cases with specific
landscape-scale conservation aims in mind. The English FC was
already forming organically when they were approached. The ease
with which FCs were established varied considerably between
countries, being much easier in those where farmers had histori-
cally worked together, but was much more challenging where this
was not the case. In the latter situations, the introduction of fi-
nancial support schemes provided sufficient encouragement. In all
cases, having a highly motivated lead farmer was key. Once the FC
was established, either the farmers identified a facilitator them-
selves or used the facilitator selected by the external organisa-
tion. In all cases, the importance of the FC's activities being either
farmer-led or largely co-developed with the organisation or facili-

tator was emphasised.

3.3 | Managing Farmer Clusters in Europe

Once the FCs were formed, the facilitator's role was to bring the
group together, coordinate the FC's activities and provide expertise
for environmental initiatives. Through the FRAMEwork project, fa-
cilitators received training during workshops to develop their abil-
ity to engage with farmers, build strong connections across the
farming community and encourage environmental motivation in
farmers. Strong and effective working relationships between the
farmers and with the facilitator are key, though challenges are com-
mon (Table 3). A proven method to promote social trust and cohe-
sion within Farmer Clusters is to initiate the process with informal,
face-to-face gatherings. This approach, which proved successful

in England, allows for organic relationship-building and open dia-
logue in a relaxed setting (McHugh, 2023). However, the establish-
ment of FRAMEwork FCs faced unique obstacles due to the global
COVID-19 pandemic. Lockdown restrictions, which persisted in
most countries until mid-2021, significantly limited the potential
for in-person meetings and traditional community-building activi-
ties. This necessitated alternative strategies for fostering trust and
collaboration, such as virtual meet-and-greet sessions, one-on-
one phone calls between facilitators and farmers, small socially
distanced outdoor gatherings/workshops when possible and en-
hanced digital communication platforms for ongoing interaction.
These adaptations, while not ideal, allowed for the continuation
of FC development during unprecedented circumstances. As re-
strictions eased, a gradual return to in-person interactions helped
solidify the relationships formed virtually, demonstrating the resil-
ience and adaptability of the FC model.

The environmental initiatives in the FRAMEwork project varied
in focus and detail, ranging from improving the diversity of plants,
birds, pollinators and use of biocontrol to planting hedgerows and
protecting soil health, and even conserving specific species such
as the red-legged partridge (Alectoris rufa) and barn owl (Tyto alba)
(Table 1). Different biodiversity-friendly farming activities have the
potential to yield varying biodiversity improvements, with large-
scale land-use changes likely resulting in the greatest overall impact
on farmland biodiversity (Table 4). However, through the FC bot-
tom-up process, it was vital that the FC selected their own goals.
The facilitators discovered that the farmers first had to be sensitised
to their farm biodiversity before they presented the farmers with
various measures that could be implemented (e.g. the introduction
of wildflower margins and other semi-natural habitats, bird and bat
boxes, and testing of changes to crop management). Using their
first-hand experience and knowledge, the facilitators advised and
supported the farmers to identify appropriate measures, encour-
aging peer-to-peer learning throughout the process and found that
farmers implemented larger scale, higher impacting measures as the
project continued and their confidence increased. As the work of the
FCs' progressed, attention was turned to ways in which the actions
could be monitored and evaluated, and to look for potential funding
sources to support their activities.

Funding for the FC and/or facilitator is a vital element of the
FC approach. In most cases, funding for a facilitator for each FC
was provided through the FRAMEwork project. Although there is
now a ‘Facilitation Fund’ in England (Natural England, 2023), some
English FCs remain self-funded, with each farmer contributing a
small amount per ha into a ‘pot’ which pays for a part-time facili-
tator. As part of providing advice and aiding the FC in their biodi-
versity targets, the facilitator can apply to other funding bodies to
help provide financial aid towards biodiversity-sensitive actions. It
is essential that both national and local governments in all European
countries provide clear guidance on how farmers can apply for these
funding opportunities to accelerate farmland biodiversity improve-
ments, and that EU officials consider introducing a Facilitation Fund
initiative across Europe through the CAP.
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TABLE 2 Challenges faced when forming a Farmer Cluster (FC) across Europe, and potential solutions.

Administrative issues  Challenges

e lIdentifying o |dentifying a lead farmer and/or enough
potential farmers/ local farmers to form a FC was a struggle
land managers. throughout Europe.

e |dentifying a e Selecting an appropriate facilitator is key as
suitable facilitator. they need to become trusted by the FC, have

knowledge of farming and/or agri-environment
schemes in the local area and be able to bring
the farmers together to collaborate—it can be a
struggle to meet all these criteria.

e Some FCs did not have facilitator continuity
throughout the project.

Potential solutions

e Using previous farmer contacts.

e Contacting local farmer groups that are in the process of forming
or are already established.

e Advertising campaigns—placing adverts in local shops,
newspapers, farmers magazines, etc.

e Finding relationships between farmers and local economic and
political stakeholders can help engage and incentivise farmers to
join and participate in the FC.

e Feedback incentives—assuring farmers that they would receive
feedback in the form of biodiversity survey results or tailored
information on biodiversity actions.

e Financial incentives.

(solutions to all issues of identifying a suitable facilitator)

e Using a research institute appointed facilitator.

e Using a local farm advisor or someone trusted by the farmers who
will listen to their concerns and treat them as equals.

e The FCs needed a strong (but not overpowering) lead farmer
or steering group to ensure momentum, particularly where a
facilitator was not employed long term.

TABLE 3 Challenges faced when managing a Farmer Cluster (FC) across Europe, and potential solutions.

Administrative issues Challenges Potential solutions

e Collaboration across e COVID-19 resulted in delayed in-person (solutions to all collaboration issues)

the FC. meetings across Europe. .

e Farmers can be reluctant to collaborate
and the FC slow to form connections .
between members—sometimes due
to cultural history, structure of the FC
(those more highly dispersed have greater o
distances to collaborate between) or time
constraints to participate in FC activities.

o Initiating biodiversity sensitive actions— .
the farmers can struggle to identify
biodiversity goals or achieve the desired
effect in more fragmented FC structures .
(e.g. habitat connectivity).

o Knowledge gaps—farmers or a facilitator .
may have knowledge gaps in specific
sustainable farming practices.

e Funding e lIdentifying funding sources to aid the °
FC in its biodiversity sensitive actions is
difficult in most European countries. .
L]
L]
L]
3.4 | Expanding Farmer Cluster activities and

engaging local communities

While the focus of activities in FCs is on adapting management
practices to become more biodiversity-friendly and supporting

Regular communication via Teams/phone calls/emails to promote a
sense of team building.

In-person meetings—consider gathering around a map of the area

to identify each owners' land and shared boundaries (taking care to
acknowledge and include those in more dispersed location).
Discussing shared environmental concerns can bring together FCs with
more dispersed structures—water ways, pest control problems, locally
declining species, endemic species, land features, etc.

Regular meetings or workshops—these build up communication and
relationships between farmers, giving the group momentum as well as
encourage training in new areas.

Training opportunities and the implementation of a knowledge sharing
platform to provide shared skills and learning across the FC network.
Leveraging the expertise of FC members to provide training for other
members—fosters skill development and strengthens connections (e.g.
nature photography workshop led by a FC member).

FCs can apply for specific government funded AES options that match
certain FC activities.

FCs can apply for regional environmental funding schemes; or
approach national environmental charities to fund specific activities in
the FC.

Facilitators can attend relevant webinars and events around
environmental management funding.

Identifying suitable economic stakeholders that might form a financial
relationship with the FC.

Facilitators can form a network of advisors to discuss ideas around
alternative funding routes (e.g. FRAMEwork facilitator network).

ecosystem services, several FCs in the United Kingdom have in-
creased farmers' awareness as well as engaged local communities
and volunteers in observing biodiversity. Overall, these activities
align with farmer participation in agri-environmental research (van

de Gevel et al., 2020) and current, farmer-focused citizen science
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initiatives (cf. Billaud et al., 2021; Ruck et al., 2024; Stroud, 2019).
Hence, engaging farmers and local communities using citizen sci-
ence approaches became an integral part of the FRAMEwork FCs
with the aim to raise local awareness about biodiversity and the
types of observations farmers and communities could achieve
themselves. Depending on the respective FC, the farmer-focused
activities included one-off training and demo events (e.g. how
to identify and observe earthworms, bumblebees or farmland
birds), recurring observation and monitoring actions (e.g. oppor-
tunistic observations of grassland diversity using the iNaturalist
platform) as well as longer term observation projects (e.g. wild-
life monitoring in fruit orchards using camera traps or observing
co-determined key species over multiple farming seasons). To en-
gage local communities, so-called ‘BioBlitzes’ (Meeus et al., 2023)
were organised, ranging from 10 to 300 participants (e.g. as part
of the annual, global City Nature Challenge; Palma et al., 2024, or
as part of a one-off, local farm event). Some of the main challenges
associated with such activities are the lack of farmers' time and

availability to engage, additional resources and skills required from
facilitators, the accessibility of collected information as well as the
establishment of lasting stakeholder relations to support activities
in the longer term. Table 5 presents the challenges and possible
solutions in more detail.

4 | DISCUSSION

Establishing 11 FCs across a diversity of European countries and
farming systems provided an opportunity to gain experience and
learn from one another. Different countries have distinct agricul-
tural policies and support systems, which can complicate the im-
plementation of a unified FC approach, as well as varying levels of
willingness to participate due to a range of issues. This paper shares
experiences to support mutual learning and expand collective and
practical knowledge of FCs. It provides a useful practitioner tool to

encourage the formation of FCs throughout Europe.

TABLE 4 Examples of different biodiversity-friendly farming practices and their potential impacts on biodiversity.

Biodiversity-friendly farming practice

Biodiversity level Wildflower margins

Strong positive effect on
insect pollinators (Grass
etal., 2016; Pérez-
Sanchez et al., 2023)

Overall biodiversity N/A

Targeted species/species groups

Quality hedgerows

Positive effect on
arthropods, birds

and small mammals
(Kratschmer et al., 2024)

Positive effect overall
(Kratschmer et al., 2024)

Extensive grazing Organic farming

Positive effect on birds,
predatory insects, soil
organisms and plants
(Bengtsson et al., 2005)

Strong positive
effect on plants
(Schneider &
Hering, 2024)

Positive effect overall
(Gong et al., 2022)

Positive effect
overall (Schneider &
Hering, 2024)

TABLE 5 Challenges faced when expanding Farmer Cluster (FC) activities and potential solutions.

Administrative issues

e Time and resource
availability.

e Data access.

e Sustained community
engagement and
offers.

Challenges

e Both farmers and facilitators/
facilitating teams are faced with time
constraints and sometimes lack of
relevant skills.

e Planning of data collection activities
and access to data can surface
implicit perceptions of vulnerability
among farming communities,
especially regarding protected
species, or negative environmental
impacts of agricultural practice (e.g.
effects of field run-off on river water
quality).

e Sustaining local community
engagement over time by organising
recurring activities can be too much
to handle for a FC or facilitator.

Potential solutions

Different types of activities can be offered and tailored to the level of
motivation of farmers, for example, starting with one-off activities which
can grow into more integrated and longer term observation actions.
Farmers with different levels of interest/time can take different roles in
the activities.

Facilitators, ideally when applying for funding, need to allocate dedicated
resources to develop and support such activities, including training and
capacity building in citizen science practices. This can be supported

by relevant resources (e.g. via Recodo) or forming collaborations with
likeminded organisations who can potentially offer these skills/resources.

Citizen science tools offer different ways to deal with data privacy,

for example, allowing the use of hidden coordinates of observations

or sharing coordinates only with certain people. Understanding these
options allows farmers' needs to be tailored to while ensuring data can
still be collected and used in the most effective way.

The perceived vulnerability related to data collection and fear of what the
data may reveal can prompt open and honest conversations and enable
discussions about the opportunities and added value of more and better
information/data.

Forming working relationship with (local) initiatives with similar aims
can alleviate the burden and lead to a stronger local network, where
responsibilities, ownership and benefits of community activities are
shared.
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Evidence continues to highlight the significance of considering
farmland biodiversity at the landscape scale (Brusse et al., 2024), the
importance of managing the landscape collectively to achieve this
(Martel et al., 2019) and farmers' preferences and willingness to enrol
in a variety of biodiversity-friendly schemes (D'Alberto et al., 2024).
FCs provide a strategy to tackle biodiversity restoration, as well as
on targeted species, at this scale, while also offering flexibility in the
absence of top-down constraints. Furthermore, the typical 2-3-year
period for implementing and observing the effects of biodiversity
interventions is often inadequate for a comprehensive before-after
analysis. Ecological processes and biodiversity responses can take
much longer to manifest, making short-term evaluations potentially
misleading. Forming a FC, utilising the expertise of a facilitator, and
involving the local community not only provides an opportunity to
gather a baseline biodiversity level of the landscape, but also design
and implement a long-term biodiversity monitoring programme, al-
lowing for an accurate assessment of the changing biodiversity over
time. Europe has a multitude of different farming systems and land-
scapes, all of which could benefit from this flexible and adaptable
approach at tackling farmland biodiversity declines.

Additionally, FCs not only encourage communication between
farmers within regions, but also promote collaboration and a sense
of unity between farming communities across Europe. Recodo
(IIASA, 2024), developed by the FRAMEwork project, provides a
platform in which all FCs can showcase themselves and their activi-
ties via an FC profile, as well as access resources for FC management,
including FC guidelines and an online facilitator training course.

With the EU's ‘Nature Restoration Regulation’ requiring the
agricultural ecosystems of member states to see improvements in
either the grassland butterfly index, organic carbon soil stock or
high-diversity landscape features by 2030 (Council of the European
Union & European Parliament, 2024), Europe could benefit from
the FC approach to biodiversity restoration. Encouraging farmers
to work collaboratively across the landscape but allowing them to
select and implement their own biodiversity initiatives may offer
a solution to meet government targets without removing control
from the farmers. A scheme in which funding is provided through a
‘Facilitation Fund’ as in England (Natural England, 2023) could be of
great benefit to Europe. Each nation could adopt the described FC
model, and although some biodiversity goals might be similar across
Europe, the biodiversity-friendly initiatives will vary not just nation-
ally, but locally, in order to achieve these. Therefore, a government-
funded facilitator would be an asset to any future FCs and we greatly

encourage European policy makers to consider these suggestions.
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