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1. Introduction 

Back from the Brink (BftB) was a joint species recovery programme for England that brought 
together nearly 100 organisations, led by Natural England and the seven NGOs1 that 
comprise Rethink Nature. The programme ran from April 2017 to February 2022. As well as 
aiming to secure improved conservation status for over 200 target species, the intention has 
been to leave a legacy of more effective collaboration across the conservation sector and 
beyond. 

Land Owners and Managers were one of the primary target audiences for many of the 
projects within the Back from the Brink programme.  This document explores this 
engagement and the issues and opportunities it raised in more detail. It intends to prompt 
discussion rather than provide recommendations. Quotes used within the document are from 
participants and staff from the Back from the Brink programme and engagement examples 
are drawn from Back from the Brink and other programmes within the sector. 

2. Effective Land Owners and Managers engagement is critical to species recovery 

Recovery of threatened species is a complex and often iterative process that often involves 
adjustments to the condition of habitat through capital works or altered management 
regimes, ultimately to make them more fit-for-purpose for species populations.  

Species conservation organisations themselves own and manage very little land across the 
UK and therefore need to work in partnership with other Land Owners and Managers to 
achieve better outcomes for threatened species.  Back from the Brink projects worked with 
other land-holding nature conservation and allied organisations to influence management 
plans for their sites. These relationships often proved very fruitful with tangible benefits for 
target species as a result, for example, changes in ditch management to support the Little 
Whirlpool Ramshorn Snail were rolled out across partner sites.   

However, when we look at the ownership of land across England, these approaches will only 
ever scratch the surface of improving habitat for threatened species.  Half of England is 
owned by just c. 25,000 land owners (less than 1% of the nation’s population) whilst only an 
estimated 2% is owned by nature conservation organisations, see figure 1.   

 

 
1 Amphibian and Reptile Conservation, Bat Conservation Trust, Buglife, Bumblebee Conservation Trust, Butterfly 
Conservation, Plantlife and RSPB. Back from the Brink is funded by National Lottery, People’s Postcode Lottery, Esmée 
Fairburn Foundation and several other trusts as well as the partners themselves. 

https://naturebftb.co.uk/


 

Figure 1 Treemap of percentage ownership of England. Data source: Who Owns England? Guy Shrubsole, 2021. 

Back from the Brink therefore also sought to influence the practice of private and corporate 
Land Owners and Managers. Corporate Land Owners often have a dedicated staff member 
for managing the portfolio of land, management plans already in place and some resource to 
roll-out recommendations or changes to management regimes. This made engagement with 
this audience easier.   

Private Land Owners and Farmers sometimes had these in place but the picture was much 
more patchy and those engaged were starting from greatly differing points. Factors 
influencing this audience also varied but included economic factors influencing their 
businesses such as agri-environment schemes (both existing schemes and concerns about the 
shape of future schemes such as ELMs), family, emotional and historical ties to the land and 
practices, social drivers such as pride and complying with social norms within the sector or 
area, personal values, their own competencies and knowledge and previous advice and 
support received. 

3. How Back from the Brink engaged landowners 
 

Back from the Brink used a range of mechanisms to engage, influence and support Land 
Owners and Managers, including: 

• Training workshops– we already know that training Land Owners and Managers gives 
better outcomes for wildlife2 and BftB employed this model across many of its 
projects. Workshops were delivered to Land Owners and Managers, for example, 
prescribed burning and bare ground creation as part of the Back from the Brink 

 
2 For example, A recently completed project under the UK’s Rural Economy and Land Use (RELU) programme showed that 
farmers who were trained in how to implement agri-environment schemes created better quality wildlife habitat, in terms 
of flower resources for bees (Apidae) and seeds for birds, over five years. This was reflected in local increases in target 
species of bird and bee. Reference: Dicks, L.V., Ashpole, J.E., Dänhardt, J., James, K., Jönsson, A., Randall, N., Showler, D.A., 
Smith, R.K., Turpie, S., Williams, D.R. & Sutherland, W.J. (2020) Farmland Conservation. Pages 283-321 in: W.J. Sutherland, 
L.V. Dicks, S.O. Petrovan & R.K. Smith (eds) What Works in Conservation 2020. Open Book Publishers, Cambridge, UK. 



Dorset Heathland Heart integrated project. In some cases, Land Owners and 
Managers were invited to species identification workshops, for example, in the Back 
from the Brink Shrill Carder Bee project some Land Owners and Managers then joined 
in with surveys on their land as a result creating a more collaborative approach 

“Your workshops have been so helpful and rewarding to me as a farmer wanting to improve 
and understand the flora and fauna on our farm.  I have learnt so much, thank you.”  Farmer 

• Group events, field sessions and guided site visits – for example, the Back from the 
Brink Grey Long-Eared Bat project found that it can be inspirational to Land Owners 
to feel that they are part of something bigger and have a shared vision with others in 
their community that they may not have been aware o 

• One-to-one advice, visits and surveys – this included advice for habitat management, 
specialist expertise, hosting farm events at their sites, increased awareness and 
appreciation about threatened species ecology and habitat requirements, increased 
knowledge of wildlife farming, supporting access to agri-environment schemes and 
increasing awareness of beneficial Countryside Stewardship options   In some cases, 
this included developing or inputting into whole farm or site management plans. For 
example, the Back from the Brink Limestone Legacies integrated project 
undertook 75 site management advice visits to 49 different sites providing Land 
Owners and Managers with the knowledge needed to better manage their sites 

• Community engagement – in a few cases, community engagement was used as a 
model to help created a pipeline of interested Land Owners and Managers, for 
example, Barberry Carpet Moth, where, by the end of the project, demand from Land 
Owners for advice and Barberry plants far outstripped capacity. Some projects also  

Ingredients for success included: 

✓ Helping Land Owners and Managers feel part of a bigger effort through networking 
events 

✓ Enthusing Land Owners and Managers with information specific to their land, feel 
collaborative (rather than being ‘told’ what to do) and building one-to-one relations 
that build trust 

✓ Providing easy access to expertise, talking at their level by offering realistic 
recommendations and management tweaks that are aligned to business models and 
agri-environment schemes. In some cases, the Project Officer having a farming 
background helped build trust with farmers  

✓ Connecting Land Owners and Managers to ecological data – what’s on their land and 
how have changes they’ve made affected this 

✓ Choosing the most effective and efficient delivery model for the Land Owner and 
Manager audience. Face-to-face workshops with printed handouts were most 
successful at reaching private Land Managers including farmers whereas email and 
virtual meetings with digital materials were more fruitful with organisations who had 
paid staff responsible for land management e.g. utilities, large land holdings such as 
the Duchy Estate, mining companies, local authorities etc.  

✓ A personal touch to developing relationships was important across all types of Land 
Owner and Manager, ensuring continuity of contacts for these relationships and 
employing the principles of good relationship management 

✓ Ensuring the geographic area an Advisor or Project Officer was supposed to cover is 
realistic and that the number of working hours allows flexibility and enough time to 

f



effectively develop relationships with Land Owners and Managers and with peers re: 
cross-taxa advice. 
 

4. What difference did it make? 

The following are examples of how this activity made an impact, opportunities created and 
challenges encountered.  This is not an exhaustive list and more can be found within the 
project resources.  

Raised awareness of the existence and needs of threatened species – Training, surveys and 
site visits were key tools in helping put threatened species ‘on the map’ with Land Owners 
and Managers.  

“This really is incredibly helpful and of course the consistency of the message is great too – I’m in 
no doubt as to what management techniques to use now!” Land Owner  

"Surveying provides me with knowledge of what's on the land which I would never normally take 
time to investigate. With knowledge of what's there, I can protect it. [The Project officer] did a 
great report and talked through it. I hope to have more surveys or similar done in future. I've 
spotted lots of plants I've never given much attention to before."  Farmer 

The programme is leaving behind a legacy of training videos, advice sheets, reports and data 
that will continue to inform future projects and management plans. 

Changing perceptions – Farm advice given by Back from the Brink also helped to change 
Land Owner and Managers’ mind-set, for example, from ‘weed’ to ‘cornfield flower’ and 
‘flower crop’.  

Making connections – Back from the Brink has helped partner organisations to identify and 
develop relationships with, or strengthen existing relationships with Land Owners and 
Managers of key habitats for priority species.  This will help to facilitate future work on 
recovery of these species, for example, having potential sites for future translocations or 
planting and having demonstration sites to use as examples to inspire others. 

Integrating altered management regimes into existing plans - For example, as part of the 
Back form the Brink Willow Tit project, a power grid company integrated leaving nest stumps 
and varied areas of open space, young scrub and brash when clearing under powerlines as 
part of their everyday working practices. 

Putting in place new management plans – Either for a single or small group of species or for 
whole sites or farms. For example,  the Back from the Brink Shifting Sands project 
collaborated with Land Owners to produce targeted management plans for 10 key sites 
to inform current and future management for Prostrate perennial knawel and Field 
wormwood. 

“The support I received was really, really useful because my knowledge is lacking compared to [The 
Project Manager]'s. She was able to advise on management and develop a site management plan.” 
Farmer 

Sector professional development - For conservation staff and land management advisors 
Back form the Brink was an opportunity to deepen their knowledge about species and learn 
more across different taxa.  

“I learned a lot more about Rabbits, Breckland Moonshiner Beetle and Breck Plants”. Lepidopterist 

https://naturebftb.co.uk/


“I hope to be involved in discussions with landowners/managers to encourage them to do more to 
help wildlife/carbon capture etc. and I feel better prepared in this endeavour.”  Partner staff 
member 

Improved sector relationships – This particularly resulted from collaborating to provide 
cross-taxa advice to private Land Owners and in integrating species actions into the 
management of partner land. 

5. Future considerations 

Effective engagement of Land Owners and Managers will continue to be central to the 
modus operandi of species conservation organisations and is essential to achieving 
sustainable and robust recovery of our most threatened species.  There is much work across 
the sector in this field of engagement.  

It is therefore important to continue to develop insight and practice to support this kind of 
engagement, and to continue to discuss and share knowledge within the sector on how to 
achieve the best outcomes for wildlife through this kind of work.  

Below are some of the questions that would benefit from further consideration:  

Q. How can we better understand Land Owners and Managers to inform effective 
engagement design? 

Developing a rich picture of Land Owners and Managers as an audience can help to inform 
programme design.  The conservation sector could ‘borrow’ tools from wider engagement 
programming3 to help embed quality audience development4 processes into project design 
and delivery.  

 
3 For example, audience development is a process widely used within the arts, culture and heritage sectors and there is 
much best practice and guidance already available to support better engagement with audiences, including specialist/niche 
audiences such as Land Owners and Managers. 
4 Audience development is activity to help develop relationships with new and existing audiences. It can include aspects of 

engagement and education, interpretation, volunteering, marketing, commissioning, programming, involvement in 

decision making, supporter relations and customer care. 



For example, developing a model of audience segmentation5 could be a tool to help Project 
Officers better understand the target market their aiming to engage within the broad ‘catch-
all’ of Land Owners and Managers, audience motivations and which engagement techniques 
that are likely to be most effective in reaching and inspiring them to act for threatened 
species.  Long-term conservation success requires 
deepening conservationists’ capacity and strategies 
to understand and address social conflicts arising 
between required conservation measures for species 
recovery and the needs and ethos of an arable 
farmer, for example6. 

Behaviour change models, such as Individual, Social 
and Material or ISM7 (see diagram 2), could be a 
practical tools for assisting NGOs and Project 
Officers in developing a deeper understanding of 
Land Owners and Managers and building empathy 
with the context they are operating within.  

Q. How can cross-taxa advice best be delivered? 

The advice and delivery ‘supply chain’ needs to be 
further developed and supported if the cross-taxa 
advice approach is to become the norm.  There are currently a range of different approaches 
to the provision of farm environment advice provided by organisations with differing 
priorities8 and individuals with varying degrees of expertise, experience and their own 
personal style/slant on appropriate advice.  

Ultimately this lack of consistency, accepted standard 
or protocol for advice will be affecting the quality and 
content of advice given and land management plans.  
This will have a knock-on effect on the number and 
quality of  actions taken by Land Owners and Managers and the success of these in 
supporting threatened species.  

A report commissioned as part of Back from the Brink9 explored what competencies should 
be expected of an effective Farm Environment Adviser role in order to improve the delivery 
of environmental advice (within the context of effective delivery of species recovery actions 
on third-party land holdings). 16 core competencies emerged which may be a significant 
departure from the normal way of working for some Farm Environment Advisors.   

 
5 Audience segmentation is a tool based on identifying subgroups within the target audience in order to deliver more 
tailored messaging and engagement for stronger connections and deeper outcomes. 
6 Francine Madden, Brian McQuinn (2014). Conservation’s blind spot: The case for conflict transformation in wildlife 

conservation. Biological Conservation, Volume 178, Pages 97-106. ISSN 0006-3207, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2014.07.015. 
7 For further information and background on the ISM approach, please refer to 
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2013/06/8511/6 
8 Including nature conservation NGOs and commercial enterprises. 
9 Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management (CIEEM) (2021). Best Practice Guidance For 
Communicating and Delivering Land Management Advice and Models for Professional Development of Land Management 
Advisers. Commissioned by Plantlife (as part of the Colour in the Margins project) as part of the Back from the Brink 
programme. 

Figure 2 Diagram showing the factors that influence behaviour 
in the individual, social and material (ISM) contexts.  Source: 
http://www.gove.scot/ 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2013/06/8511/6


The study also explored how training to develop such competencies could be delivered and 
accredited, for example using existing routes to market for CPD such as BASIS10 to develop 
and deliver effective training packages for the advisory sector and developing 
apprenticeship/traineeship opportunities. 

New guidance (which will be available via the Farm Wildlife website) in the form of advisory 
notes on the following have been developed as a result of the study: 

• Communicating effectively with farmers and landowners 
• How to undertake a farm wildlife visit 
• Approaches to conflicting cross taxa advice 
• Monitoring of management outcomes 
• Checklist table summarising individual tasks involved with an initial farm wildlife 

assessment.  

Q. How can the gap between national or regional NGO’s and place-based working be 
bridged?  

Many of the species conservation organisations are based around a national operating model 
rather than being place-based like individual Wildlife Trusts.  This raises the conundrum of 
how to bridge the gap between the national organisations and finding and empowering Land 
Owners and Managers on a local level to act for threatened species.  This could be achieved, 
for example, by: 

• Developing the competencies of the Farm Environment advice sector – see previous 
question for further thoughts on this 

• Utilising local farm clusters and Nature Recovery Networks. These can both deliver 
routes to the Land Owner and Manager market but the current engagement with the 
huge number of these is a massive drain on the resources of species conservation 
organisations and a more efficient mechanism may be possible 

• Enhanced partnership working with locally-based organisations.  National species 
conservation organisations could concentrate on developing projects where they take 
on less practical conservation works themselves and take a facilitatory and advisory 
role. For example, the Bat Conservation Trust were successful in securing funding to 
deliver a project based on the lessons learnt from the Back from the Brink Grey Long-
Eared Bat project.  This has been delivered with a local delivery partner East Devon 
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty with excellent results in engaging landowners 
and realising tangible changes to land management that are already benefitting the 
local bat populations 

• Sustainable place-based models that empower local communities to work alongside 
Land Owners could be part of the solution.  For example, the community wetland 
plant propagation model being employed by Growet11 or the community woodland 

 
10 A charitable organisation committed to raising professional standards across land management and food 

production by supporting people and businesses with our industry leading qualifications, professional registers 

and auditing schemes. 

11 GroWet is the ex situ plant conservation and community engagement programme of the Building 
Oxfordshire’s Freshwater Network project. We’re working with local horticulturalists at Oxford Botanic Garden 
and Harcourt Arboretum and Cutteslowe Garden Project to: 

https://www.eastdevonaonb.org.uk/our-work/projects/greater-horseshoe-bat-project
https://freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/projects/oxfordshires-freshwater-network/growet/


creation and management being rolled out by Tiny Forests12. Although initially more 
labour intensive, this model has the benefit of delivering people and community 
outcomes as well as outcomes benefitting threatened species and the economy. This 
could be a good model to help nature conservation organisations meaningfully 
connect their Land Owner and Manager engagement with wider engagement 
programmes for example and to ensure local interventions continue to grow in scale 
and impact after an initial project, rather than gradually petering out 

• Utilising existing national structures to reach and support Land Owners and 
Managers and their surrounding communities.  For example, this is used within the 
Caring for Gods Acre13 that uses the existing church structures within the Church of 
England and Church of Wales to effectively make wildlife positive changes to the 
management of church land holdings, which include some 20,000 burial grounds. 

It is likely that a successful model could be a combination of all of the above and more. 
Considering these issues also prompts the question of what the future advisory business 
model should be for NGO’s?   

There are major revenue earning opportunities within the land management sector for 
specialist advice and current models of free advice or full cost recovery of part costs may not 
be sustainable in the long-term and may not be maximising the economic benefit for species 
NGOs of their expertise. How can NGOs bets position themselves to provide effective advice 
and action that delivers outcomes for threatened species but is sustainable?   

Part and parcel of this issue the need to be able to clearly evidence and articulate the 
benefits of good quality cross-taxa land management advice for Land Owners and Managers 
and to provide examples (preferably from the geographic area in which they are working). 

Q. How can momentum be maintained for long-term change for species?  

After advice is given to Land Owners and Managers, what happens?  

Species recovery is a long-term process and therefore support for those who manage 
habitats supporting threatened species also needs to be sustainable.  It is easy to concentrate 
on the operational issues within a funded project, for example, of finding Land Owners and 
Managers and positively engaging them, however, planning for ongoing benefits management 
is critical for a sustainable conservation effort. 

Some Back from the Brink projects trialled integrating volunteer monitoring with farm advice.  
Joining up local monitoring networks and Land Owners and Managers has helped to build 
understanding between the two groups of people and potential ongoing relationships. 
Flagging this up as a helpful relationship to Farm Environment Advisors was also useful so 
that they could integrate this into their advice. 

 
• Propagate some of Oxfordshire’s most endangered wetland plants engage over 1,000 people, 

especially adults living in disadvantaged urban areas with little access to nature, to grow Oxfordshire’s 
endangered wetland plants at home 

• Introduce the propagated plants to high quality freshwater and wetland habitats. 
12 A Tiny Forest is a dense fast-growing native woodland planted and cared for by the community, based on an 
established forest management method developed in the 1970s by Dr Akira Miyawaki. 
13 Caring for God’s Acre works nationally to support groups and individuals to investigate, care for, and enjoy 
churchyards and burial grounds. 

https://earthwatch.org.uk/get-involved/tiny-forest
https://www.caringforgodsacre.org.uk/


“I will encourage farmers to invite local botanists onto their farms to establish a baseline and 
promote cultivated areas for arable plants” Farm Advisor 

Projects such as Tracking the Impact in the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
have taken further steps to integrate volunteer monitoring into a wrap-around support 
package for a farm cluster. This has enabled volunteers to see how the data they are 
collecting is directly benefiting their local landscape by informing farmers and helped farmers 
to build an awareness of what’s on their land and to track what impact wildlife-positive 
actions are having on species populations on their land and that of their neighbours. 
Embedding this ‘feedback loop’ of data is helping to keep both the volunteer team and Land 
Owners and Managers motivated and engaged in wildlife conservation. One of the ‘spill-over’ 
effects of this model is increasing understanding of each other amongst both groups. 

“It’s made me think more about the management and that there is a reason they are  rare and to 
really think about what you need to do for that individual plant. It’s good that you can make a 
difference, and by having the management plans to follow has taught me a lot.”  Volunteer 

A local ‘Species Champions’ model could be used.  This new volunteering role was trialled as 
part of the Back from the Brink Dorset Heathland Heart project.  This enhanced and flexible 
volunteer role identified a volunteer to be a key point of contact for one particular species. 
They co-ordinated and undertook surveys, liaised with site managers, species experts and 
other volunteers to take on varying degrees of responsibility.  

Can organisations go beyond just ‘advice’ to help support Land Owners and Managers with 
procuring and managing capital works needed to improve habitats for example or to bulk buy 
plug plants or seed or share/hire-in equipment?  

Finally, economic levers will always be important to ensuring advice and actions stay relevant 
to current agri-envrionment schemes is of paramount importance.  Conservation 
organisations can also work with researchers, agronomists and farmers to develop new 
economic models of land use (and the necessary supporting supply chains) for sensitive 
priority habitats, where needed. For example the Peatlands Progress project is seeking to 
develop paludiculture14 or wet farming on sensitive peatlands as an alternative to traditional 
farming practices. 

In summary, engaging Land Owners and Managers is a key tool to achieving species recovery 
and therefore warrants more knowledge exchange, research, trialling of methods and 
evaluation of any resulting impact to directly support delivery of species conservation 
organisation goals. 

 

Thank you to all those who inputted to the discussion and 
evaluation of engagement with Land Owners and Managers.   

This paper was written and curated by Heritage Insider Ltd, the 
lead independent evaluators for Back from the Brink. 

 

 
14 Paludiculture is the productive use of wet peatlands; a land management technique to cultivate 
commercially interesting crops on wet or rewetted peatlands under conditions that maintain the peat body, 
facilitate peat accumulation and sustain the ecosystem services associated with natural peatlands. 

https://www.chilternsaonb.org/tracking-the-impact.html
https://www.greatfen.org.uk/peatland-progress



