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Somerset Rivers Authority Board Paper  

Somerset Levels Environmental Land Management (ELM) Test and Trial 

Project Update 

 

Da 

 

 

 

Purpose of the item 

The Somerset Levels Environmental Land Management (ELM) project has reached a key 
point in its delivery. Following extensive engagement with farmers in the target areas and 
discussions with key stakeholders, it has become necessary to alter the method of 
delivering the trial Seasonal Floodplain Payments.    
  
Background and context   

The project is part of the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Defra’s) Test & 

Trials programme to develop new Environmental Land Management (ELM) payments 

based on public payments for public services. ELMs will replace the current systems of 

payment which are being phased out from 2021 to 2027. The project is exploring how land 

managers in the Somerset Levels can be remunerated for managing floodwater on their 

land. This will help manage flood risk across the Levels system and facilitate more naturally 

functioning floodplains.  

In the SRA 2020-21 Enhanced Programme, the SRA Board agreed to fund the project for 

these reasons: 

• Helps shape the way public payments are delivered on the Levels. 

• Pioneers a new way of managing floodwater.  

• Defra is keen to see new approaches to supporting land management on the Levels. 

• Recognises the importance, value and unique character of the Levels landscape. 

• Explores the importance of working collaboratively across diverse and fragmented 

land ownerships. 

 

At a critical time when government is considering how to support farming and land 

management post-Brexit, this project will help shape the way public payments are delivered 

on the Levels. Current public funding support to land management is worth around £5 
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1. Note progress made in delivering the Environmental Land Management 
(ELM) Test and Trial project.  

2. Endorse the proposed change to the delivery methodology of this project.  
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million a year to the Levels. As we move to a new payment regime, we must make the case 

to government for securing as much public funding for the Levels landscape as possible.  

The project will also explore the importance of working collaboratively across diverse and 

fragmented land ownerships. It will provide specific learning on key policy questions about 

developing new approaches to public service provision and climate change adaptation in a 

threatened landscape with huge management challenges. 

The project identified four target areas for a winter trial of a Seasonal Floodplain Payment. 

In return for the payment, land managers would make land available to receive and hold 

floodwater to relieve pressure on the system elsewhere and then drain safely either under 

gravity, or via a pumping station, back into the river for conveyance.  

It was proposed to operate the payment trial using the online NatureBid platform following 

the ‘reverse auction’ technique – where participants ‘bid’ to enter land into the trial for a 

price of their choice.  

Current status 

The winter trial was delayed from 2020-21 to 2021-22 because of Covid-19 restrictions. It 

has emerged during the land manager and stakeholder engagement process that it would 

be better to use a different payment mechanism during the trial for the participants than that 

first envisaged.  

There is concern that using the reverse auction technique could threaten participation in the 

trial as it adds a level of competition and complexity in the payment mechanism. It is clear 

from talking to farmers and stakeholders that water management on the Levels is a very 

sensitive issue, so it is proposed to run the trial using a ‘fixed price’ auction instead. This is 

more transparent, non-competitive and enables land managers to participate in the trial 

knowing exactly what they are being offered as a payment.  

In addition, in response to some concern expressed by a key stakeholder, it is now 

proposed to run the trial in only two of the four target areas this winter. This will enable the 

concept of Seasonal Floodplain Payments to be tested first and demonstrated to all 

stakeholders before rolling out more widely in the future. There will continue to be 

engagement with land managers in the other two target areas prior to a possible roll-out 

pending successful completion of the payment trial this winter.   
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