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This task involves learning about and applying the ‘results-based agri-environment payment scheme’ (RBPS) in the context of peatland habitat restoration in Ireland.
It is a shortened and modified version of an exercise devised by WaterLANDS (www.waterlands.eu) for use in their educational programme.

The score card is used as a means of objectively assessing the quality of peatland habitat and in evaluating progress in habitat restoration. For farmers, improvements in their score mean that they qualify for more payments under the RBPS scheme (administered by Life IP Wild Atlantic Nature with EU funding).

More information on this scheme can be found here: RBPS Materials - Wild Atlantic Nature

Background

The involvement of local farmers in peatland restoration is essential. While many farmers want to improve the habitat and biodiversity of peatlands, this is very difficult to do without financial compensation.

Historically, and still today, the ownership (or tenancy) of land by farmers includes ‘rights of turbary’, meaning the right to cut peat to use for fuel or to sell. Other sources of income for farmers include grazing of sheep and cattle, grouse/partridge shooting, and growing plantations of conifers. The income that farmers gain from these activities is reduced when they restore peatland habitat. They need to be compensated for this loss of income for their restoration efforts to be economically viable.

The financial incentivization for farmers to take active steps to improve peatland habitat and hydrology is done through a ‘results-based agri-environment payment scheme’ (RBPS). The score card is the means by which habitat improvements are assessed. The objectives and principles of the RBPS are summarised in this video:
| WaterLANDS: Water-based solutions for carbon storage, people and wilderness.

In this task, students will study the score card and work with some data to score example farms. Students also suggest recommendations for habitat improvement based on the scores.

See pages 2 and 3 for images of the score card, with activities following on pages 4 and 5 and answers on pages 6 and 7.
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Activities

Note down the titles of the three main categories (A, B, and C) for assessing the quality of the peatland habitat, as shown in the score card, and note down the best possible score for each category. (Together, the three add up to a total maximum score of 100.)

· Suggest reasons why category A has the highest weighting.
Read through the ‘positive indicators’, ‘non-native species’, and ‘negative indicators’ in category A of the score card. 

· Follow this link to find Species Identification Cards (with photos) of these different plants: RBPS Materials - Wild Atlantic Nature
Look at A5 in the score card.

· Suggest why ‘a mix of vegetation heights throughout’ is favourable for biodiversity.
Read through the rest of the score card.

· Suggest how aspects of category C might be linked with category B.
Score the following example farms using the information provided (the total scores could be negative or positive numbers out of a maximum score of 100).


Farm 1 

Plants identified:
[image: ]


[image: ]Area covered by positive mosses and lichens: 20%

Area covered by negative indicators: 15%

Quality of vegetation structure: medium

Medium level of drainage, no evidence of recent burning, 7% of area is bare soil, 3% of area is damaged by animal feeding.

Turf cutting done this season. 4% of area showing damaging activities to vegetation and soil.
Score for category A: ________	Score for category B: ________	Score for category C: ________


Total score: ________



Farm 2 

Plants identified:
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[image: ]Area covered by positive mosses and lichens: 24%

Area covered by negative indicators: 5%

Quality of vegetation structure: good

Medium level of drainage, no evidence of recent burning, 5% of area is bare soil, no damage by animal feeding.

Turf cutting last year, not this season. No evidence of damaging activities to vegetation and soil.
Score for category A: ________	Score for category B: ________	Score for category C: ________


Total score: ________


· Describe the two example farms in terms of the quality of their peatland habitat.


· Suggest the most effective actions for Farm 1 to take for improving its score next year and give reasons for your recommendation.

· Suggest the most effective actions for Farm 2 to take for improving its score next year and give reasons for your recommendation.



Hint: consider actions that will score the most points while being the easiest/quickest to implement.


Answers on next pages












Activities (answers in italics)

Note down the titles of the three main categories (A, B, and C) for assessing the quality of the peatland habitat, as shown in the score card, and note down the best possible score for each category. (Together, the three add up to a total maximum score of 100.)

Ecological Integrity (max 60), Hydrological Integrity (max 25), Threats to Site Integrity (max 15)

· Suggest reasons why category A has the highest weighting.
A key aim is to enhance the peatland biodiversity, which in turn enhances ecosystem services. The presence of positive indicator plants relies upon (and is an indicator of) hydrological and site integrity. Categories B and C contribute and lead to, improvements described in category A.

Read through the ‘positive indicators’, ‘non-native species’, and ‘negative indicators’ in category A of the score card. 

· Follow this link to find Species Identification Cards (with photos) of these different plants: RBPS Materials - Wild Atlantic Nature
Look at A5 in the score card.

· Suggest why ‘a mix of vegetation heights throughout’ is favourable for biodiversity.
Idea that a mix of vegetation heights means more variation in structure, microhabitat, and microclimate, so increasing the range of different conditions that suit different types of organisms.

Read through the rest of the score card.

· Suggest how aspects of category C might be linked with category B.
A number of plausible links can be made. For example, burned areas are associated with areas of the peatland that have dried out, and after a burn, it is more likely that rainfall will runoff rather than be absorbed by plants into the peatland. Eroded and degraded areas of peatland do not hold water as well as intact peatland with abundant Sphagnum mosses. Compaction of the peatland surface by grazing animals and turf cutting also reduce the effectiveness of peatlands in absorbing precipitation and holding water.

Farm 1 
Score for category A: 0/60	Score for category B: 0/25	Score for category C: -20/15

Total score: -20/100

Farm 2 
Score for category A: 20/60	Score for category B: 0/25	Score for category C: -5/15

Total score: 15/100

· Describe the two example farms in terms of the quality of their peatland habitat.
The main point is that Farm 2 has better peatland habitat than Farm 1. However, both can be improved. Farm 2 has more positive indicator species, as well more overall cover of native plants, better vegetational structure, and less evidence of degradation.

· Suggest the most effective actions for Farm 1 to take for improving its score next year and give reasons for your recommendation.
The easiest way for the farmer to improve the score is simply to stop turf cutting. This will mean an increase in 10 points in the next year. There are other ways of gaining 10 points, for example by eradicating all non-native species, but this would be difficult to achieve at this farm in a year. It is not possible in the short term to improve the drainage score, but 5 points could be quickly gained by changing the way the farmer manages the animals.

· Suggest the most effective actions for Farm 2 to take for improving its score next year and give reasons for your recommendation.
By not turf cutting for another year, the farmer can gain 10 points easily. This farm already scores highly on positive indicator species and quality of vegetation structure. Gaining points by eradicating non-native species is more achievable in the short-term compared with Farm 1. The farmer could also gain 10 points relatively easily by reducing the percentage of bare soil further, for example, by using biodegradable geotextiles in certain areas to help vegetation regenerate. This would also help the farm to gain 10 points for increasing the percentage cover of positive mosses and lichens (it is already at 24%, and needs only 2% more to go from 10 to 20 points for this measure in A2).
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