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THE NATUREBID PLATFORM

PROJECT OVERVIEW

In 2018 the Environment Agency commissioned

the University of Oxford and Sylva Foundation to
develop an online auction platform to help distribute
funding to landowners and delivery organisations

to implement natural flood management (NFM)
measures.

The first iteration was a development from a
wider EU Life+ funded project called NaturEtrade
but has subsequently undergone a rebranding
exercise. The platform is now known as NatureBid,
having extended its scope beyond NFM to support
organisations who want to fund environmental
interventions or initiatives, to channel funding to
farmers and landowners who can deliver these
interventions on the ground. The platform is
managed by the Sylva Foundation.

NatureBid also received a small amount of additional
funding from the Department for Environment

Food and Rural Affairs’ (Defra) Environmental Land
Management (ELM) Test and Trial budget. This has
supported the development of the platform and,

in a few early projects, provided match funding for
measures delivered through the various auctions.
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NatureBid has been used to channel over

£40m of environmental funding and trusted by
multiple partners to deliver 26 auctions or trades
across England. It has supported the delivery of
interventions to improve water quality, reduce
flood risk, protect and improve soil health, enhance
biodiversity, and capture carbon.

This case study describes how the platform works
and learning relating to project set up and delivery.
It highlights four projects which illustrate different
approaches to using the platform including reverse
and single shot auctions; details outcomes for
sellers and buyers. It also highlights the skills needed
to develop NatureBid and deliver projects using

the platform and reflects on the scalability and
replicability of NatureBid.

Bing Aerial
In-channel Opportunity

Applying for Land Use Manangement (LM) on NatureBid © Atkins and Highways England



THE NATUREBID PLATFORM

PROJECT DESIGN AND SET UP

This section describes how the platform generates income for Sylva Foundation and the different types

of auctions that can be run using NatureBid.
REVENUE MODEL

REVENUE

MANAGERS

Farmers,
landowners

INCOME

Typically, Sylva Foundation are approached by a
delivery partner, such as the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust,
who have been funded to deliver environmental

interventions, like tree planting and new hedgerows.

Sylva Foundation will advise how the platform
could be tailored to a funder's requirements and
send a costed proposal. Sylva Foundation rarely
deal directly with the funder: their relationship sits
with the delivery partner. When needed, additional
revenue can come through technical development
work, for example when changes to the platform
are needed such as ring-fenced budgets for
subsequent rounds of funding.

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES

Natural flood management

(NFM), water quality,
carbon sequestration,
soil health, biodiversity

CARBON
SEQUESTRATION

BUYERS

HM Treasury, Environment
Agency, Somerset Rivers

Authority, Bristol Water,
Nestlé, Anglian Water,
Northants CC, National
Highways

" P>=0

QUALITY

The platform can be used to run the following
processes:

Reverse auction: In a reverse auction, multiple
sellers compete to provide services to a single buyer.
The funder/buyer specifies a total budget for the
auction. Landowners (sellers) bid against each other
on the platform setting the price at which they are
willing to deliver the intervention. The platform
weights each bid and ranks them based on cost
effectiveness per unit. The platform identifies the
best value bids and marks them as successful until
the available budget is fully allocated. Sellers whose
bids are not initially successful are invited to revise
their price downward, encouraging competition and
helping the buyer achieve better value for money.

A reverse auction was used for the National
Highways NFM project.
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Single shot: Bidders have one opportunity to submit
a price, then all submissions are ranked based on
price and any parameters set by the funder. This
auction type was used for the Woodland Carbon
Guarantee.

Proposal generator: Bidders (usually landowners) are
either given an exact price for the intervention or set of
interventions or asked to submit a proposed price, but
there is no live bidding or opportunity to revise bids.
Once proposals are submitted, they are assessed and
ranked by the delivery partner and/or funder based
on the criteria set for the project (e.g., price and any
technical or eligibility requirements). Any negotiation
takes place afterwards. This auction type has been
used by Landscape Enterprise Networks (LENS).

Some interventions have capped and/or ring-fenced
budgets to ensure a diversity of measures are
delivered through the auction.

PROJECT DELIVERY

NatureBid is an online platform managed by

Sylva Foundation that enables funders to channel
funding for nature-based interventions via a bespoke
online platform. Buyers or funders can combine
funding from multiple sources and specify which
interventions are eligible (e.g., soil, hedgerow,
fencing and cover-crop measures), with rules such as
ring-fenced budgets or caps to support a balanced
set of outcomes. Delivery partners use their local
knowledge to help set auction parameters and
weightings so bids reflect local environmental
priorities. They also act as intermediaries, supporting
landowners to use the platform and verifying
delivery of funded measures. Where budgets allow,
projects can integrate environmental modelling
tools (e.g., for NFM) to help identify suitable locations
and assess potential benefits alongside cost.

“funded via NatureBid
P i B
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PROJECT IMPACT

PROJECT-LEVEL OUTCOMES
National Highways NFM:

National Highways aimed to reduce flood risk at
flooding hotspots by using nature-based solutions
on land adjacent to highways, rather than engineered
solutions on the highway itself. Working with Atkins
(now AtkinsRéalis), National Highways combined
innovative NFM studio modelling (which modelled
the potential volumetric storage options possible by
implementing different measures) with NatureBid's
reverse auction functionality. This allowed landowners
to bid to add environmental measures across their
land with the most cost-effective measures (cost

per unit of water stored) being awarded funding.

The project was the first time in the UK that a bidding
process (a reverse auction) had been implemented
based on 'live’ use of environmental modelling data.
The Fund was piloted in partnership with local Rivers
Trusts (Mersey and Don Catchment) in five focus
areas within the Little Don, River Etherow and River
Irwell catchments.

Outcomes for National Highways included being
able to fund the implementation of measures in
locations previously beyond their reach and outside
of their landownership. The platform allowed them
to engage with landowners in a way which was

not possible before, enabling them to implement
catchment-based approaches at pace.

v : My Farm Name

Boundaries test auction

This auction is funded by Highways England

This auction has ended.

total bids £110251 current success £110251

E Flow Pathway bund 0.00ha £110100 fundedy submitted

funded submitted

a Flow Pathway bund 0.00ha £151

E Flow Pathway bund  0.00ha £0 @ o
E In-channel Leaky Barriers 0.00ha £0 m
a Flow Pathway bund 0.00ha £0 [ edit

The automatic proposal generation process was useful
for assessing applications to the fund as it did-away
with the traditional written or pdf application form,
and the sometimes lengthy interpretation process
needed to translate information into a consistent
digital dataset in order to compare proposals.

k€ NatureBid was really good as a database of
information. Each application was in one place
you could easily analyse data from, it provides
a very good framework to manage a lot of
information. 99

Atkins

Landowners were free to set their own price
meaning they could pitch ideas that suited their
landholdings and ambition.

+ More than £1 million worth of bids were submitted
through the NatureBid platform.

« £500k of measures were funded.

+ 111 new environmental measures implemented (the
most funded measures were cross-slope woodland
including hedges, and overland leaky barriers).

+ 6,000 cubic meters of storage potential across
all measures.

« While the focus was flood risk, measures also
delivered co-benefits including improved air and
water quality, reduced soil loss and biodiversity
improvement.

S Bing Aerial

Summary of measures on NatureBid Platform © Atkins and Highways England
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Forestry Commission Woodland Carbon Guarantee:

The Woodland Carbon Guarantee (WCaG) was a

£50 million scheme to help boost woodland creation
rates and develop the domestic market for woodland
carbon sequestration. The WCaG gave successful
participants the option to sell captured carbon from
woodland to the government in the form of verified
carbon credits. This provided landowners with a
regular, long-term income to help them manage
new woodland.

The guaranteed price for captured carbon was agreed
with the government through an online reverse
auction, using the NatureBid platform. In order to
bid, landowners calculated how much money they
needed (per tonne of carbon) to make their woodland
creation project financially viable and worthwhile.

Applicants were asked to provide their best (i.e. lowest
priced) offer for their project, in £ per Woodland
Carbon Unit (WCU). The Forestry Commission set an
undisclosed reserve price as the maximum it was willing
to pay per WCU. Bids needed to be below the reserve
to be considered. Each auction also had an overall
budget. If successful, the government committed to
buying the project’s carbon for that price, protected
against inflation for the life of the contract.

Eight auctions were successfully delivered using the
NatureBid platform, resulting in £21 million of funding
for new woodland.

k6 The project showed how a tool could be used
across a range of government departments. L1

Forestry Commission

A breakdown of bids received through each auction is provided in Table 1 below.

2 77
3 46
4 23
5 16
6 9
7 2

Table 1: Woodland Carbon Guarantee Auction results

Total number of bids Total number of Average successful bid price
successful bids per Woodland Carbon Unit (£)
1 31 18

241

27 19.71
31 17.31
19 18.62
15 23.70
9 22.61
2 19.76
3 25.00



https://www.gov.uk/guidance/woodland-carbon-guarantee#how-it-works
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Yorkshire Wildlife Trust (YWT) Upper Aire:

The Upper Aire auction provided an opportunity

for landowners to bid for funding to carry out
targeted interventions on their land to help improve
water quality and flood management, alongside
other benefits such as better soil health, greater
biodiversity and carbon sequestration. Interventions
included buffer strips, fencing, drinking points, new
hedgerows, soil aeration, leaky dams, tree planting
and wetland scrapes.

Landowners and farmers were able to select locations
on their land for the measures and bid using the
NatureBid platform to carry out the works. All bids
were evaluated for funding but certain water bodies
received double weighting and restrictions were
imposed on the locations of some interventions.

The first pilot auction received 64 bids totalling
£52,273.90. Of these, 43 were successful totalling
£40,801.96 of measures funded.

&€ We wouldn't be able to deliver that amount of
planting in one season. It would have taken a
while to go to each landowner and prioritise.
Without the NatureBid project, the funding may
have gone to different measures such as ponds
which are significantly more expensive. The
measures identified through NatureBid were
more straightforward, we're able to fund more
interventions for the cost. 99

YWT

A summary of measures funded is outlined in
Table 2 below.

Table 2: Measures funded by the Upper Aire
Pilot Auction, Yorkshire Wildlife Trust

Surface covered/
amount delivered

Drinking 1 new livestock
Points drinking point R
New 961m  23,587.85
Hedgerows
Riparian

. 115Tm 9,210.08
Fencing
Soil
Aeration 133ha 7,954.03

Upper Aire, Newfield North (before and after planting) © Suzie Knight, Yorkshire Wildlife Trust
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The second auction had a budget of £300,000
for landowners and farmers to implement flood
alleviation measures on their land. The auction
received 159 bids from 37 landowners totalling
£419,614. A total of 14 farms delivered NFM
interventions across the catchment. A summary
of measures funded is outlined in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Measures funded by the Upper Aire
Auction 2, Yorkshire Wildlife Trust

New 10,123m 248,349
hedgerows
Riparian

. 1,03Tm 12,968
fencing
Soil aeration 168 ha 12,957
Tree planting 2.84 ha 25,716

Outcomes for Yorkshire Wildlife Trust included
being able to deliver more interventions within the
budget, as landowners were able to deliver these
themselves at more competitive prices compared
to traditional tendering processes. The project also
empowered landowners with full ownership of the
project, leading to better cared for hedgerows,
trees and fencing.

Yorkshire Wildlife Trust positively engaged new
landowners who had not previously worked with
them, and there is scope to continue to build on
these networks.

Landscape Enterprise Networks (LENSs):

LENSs is a system for organising the buying and selling
of nature-based solutions. LENs systematically brings
a range of private and public-sector organisations
together around a common interest in funding
nature-based solutions within a given geography.
LENSs then brokers negotiations and transactions
between buyers and groups of landowners who can
deliver interventions on the ground. This requires a
platform that can handle large volumes of structural
proposals from farmers, the uploading of documents,
and has GIS capabilities.

NatureBid serves these needs well by facilitating
the submission of eligible proposals by farmers.
LENs submit a list of eligible measures to Sylva
Foundation, then in February and March each
year farmers are invited to submit their proposals.
Farmers use the platform to select a measure, for
example cover crops, type in their Single Business
Identifier (SBI) number and select the field they'd
like to apply that measure to and price details.
LENs is able to export that data as GIS files and
Excel documents to do their own QA and analysis
of the data to inform the selection process for
funders including Nestlé, Anglian Water and
Northamptonshire County Council.

k€ The longevity [of the project] was due in part to
the team at Sylva Foundation and their ability to
adapt to our requirement. 99

LENs Manager

Since 2021, the following outcomes have been
achieved via LENs in England, with farmer proposals
submitted using NatureBid as part of the application
process.

- 67 km of hedgerows planted or restored.

+ £12.3m of funding received by farmers in LENSs,
across 178 farms.

« 173,000 hectares of LENs measures contracted
(most common measures are cover crops,
minimum tillage and habitat restoration).

NatureBid has allowed LENs to standardise the
proposal structure and streamline data analysis.
The platform offers a quick and efficient way of
gathering proposals and supported the scale-up
of LENs in England. Proposals are transparent and
traceable, with groups representing farmers able
to see what they've uploaded in real time via an
admin tab. This creates an audit trail through to
contracting.

&€ NatureBid has supported the scale-up of LENs
in England by helping us manage farmer
proposals more efficiently as the programme
has grown. 99

LENs Manager


https://landscapeenterprisenetworks.com/
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KEY CHALLENGES AND ENABLERS

This table below details the main enablers and challenges in achieving the project-level outcomes set out above.

Challenges

Reluctance to engage with the platform from landowners, depending on their
experience and confidence using technology. For the National Highways NFM project,
landowners were reluctant to invest time in learning how to use the platform and many
relied on Catchment Advisors to help enter applications. Some were put off because
they found it difficult to use the platform on a mobile phone.

The Upper Aire pilot found that having a point of contact for landowners to contact via
phone and email to discuss NatureBid was beneficial, and it was suggested that in future
the delivery partner would provide physical copies of FAQ documents for those not as
familiar with technology.

For the National Highways NFM project, some landowners struggled with the
competitive element of the auction as many were unfamiliar with the NFM measures
and had limited knowledge of their cost, therefore many bids were similarly priced.

Time constraints for landowners could be a challenge if projects required research to
check if permits or approval from Natural England were required to deliver proposed
work. The Upper Aire pilot auction was set up and run in March, which posed barriers
to landowner engagement and participation due to lambing time and the end of the
financial year. Promoting auctions and similar projects well in advance could alleviate
this barrier.

-

d management an example environmental
‘meastﬁe funded via NatureB|d
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KEY CHALLENGES AND ENABLERS CONTINUED

T

Enablers

The approach is customisable. Auctions or trades can be designed in a way that suits
the needs of the delivery partner and the buyer/funder. For example, buyers/funders
may choose to ringfence or limit funds for specific interventions that they know will be
more or less likely to produce the desired outcomes, to maximise the effectiveness of
their funding. Or, to apply weighting to bids with certain characteristics to allow bids to
be measured against each other for value for money.

The NatureBid platform offers efficiency compared to traditional bidding or tendering
mechanisms such as completing forms and emailing documents. With NatureBid, the
information is all collated in one place making it easier for the delivery partner to assess
bids and review results, for example they can download results as an excel or GIS file. It
is an efficient way of collating, processing and evaluating applications and allows careful
management of data, including personal data.

Engagement with landowners facilitated by delivery partners was key in encouraging
and supporting landowners to use the platform. The Test and Trial evaluation found
that using a mix of engagement methods was useful, for example printed flyers
delivered directly to farmers and face-to-face engagement. The Upper Aire pilot found
that letters to landowners was the most successful approach in terms of generating
feedback and enquiries. Across projects, delivery partners were described as having
knowledge of environmental issues as well as the ability to utilise and build relationships
with landowners.

Farmers indicated that they enjoyed the online experience of NatureBid, and that it
provided a ‘low transaction cost’ means of engaging with environmental funding
compared to existing government Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes.
The Yorkshire Wildlife Trust project highlighted that being able to offer a wide range of
options encouraged landowners to select and bid for measures which worked for their
farms, which led to greater uptake compared to specific measures offered in targeted
locations.

Sylva Foundation's combination of skills in understanding land management as well as
web development. Delivery partners described the team as solution focused, flexible
and understanding of their needs.

The platform was described as intuitive and easy for bidders to use. For example,
the platform'’s digital mapping tools allow bidding landowners to easily identify areas of
their land, and link this to a bid in alignment with their field boundaries, as captured in
the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) land parcels database. Some projects, such as LENSs,
were able to involve farmers in the design of the platform to improve its useability.
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SCALABILITY AND REPLICABILITY

The NatureBid platform has demonstrated that
online auctions can deliver funding for a range
of land management interventions, addressing
issues such as water quality, flood risk, carbon
sequestration and soil health.

The platform brings together those who want to
fund environmental outcomes with those who can
deliver it on the ground. As such, Sylva Foundation
has worked with a range of funders and delivery
partners to channel funding across the UK in an
innovative and cost-effective way. For example,

the National Highways NFM pilot highlighted how a
national infrastructure organisation can collaborate
with a local delivery partner to deliver nature-based
solutions that address issues such as flood risk.

LEARNING POINTS

EJ

Strategic learning: what NatureBid has shown
about 'how landowners want to be paid’

&

The projects outlined demonstrate how the
NatureBid platform can be used as a tool to help
funders/buyers and their delivery partners to select
and fund strategic nature-based interventions, and
secure revenue and funding for landowners and
farmers. The proposal generator approach, as used by
LENS, provides a quick and efficient way of gathering
proposals from landowners compared to traditional
contracting approaches, which has supported funders
to fund nature-based solutions at scale. The National
Highways NFM reverse auction demonstrated how
NatureBid can be used to select and fund targeted
measures at locations most appropriate to a funder'’s
strategic and environmental aims, on land outside
their own estate.

Although the specific outcomes and interventions
delivered will differ, the underlying operating model
could be applied to funding any environmental
measures. Replication of the approach relies on:

Having the right delivery partner in place to engage
landowners and inform auction parameters

- Understanding the needs of all stakeholders
involved, including funders, delivery partners
and landowners.

- Funding for further technical development,
such as the embedding of environmental
modelling, through project budgets or additional
development funding for Sylva Foundation.

Across NatureBid projects, participation and bid
quality have been strongest where payment offers
are a practical business proposition for the farm
(with clear costs covered, manageable risk and
minimal administration) and where trusted local
partners help translate environmental objectives
into deliverable interventions. The platform can
provide a straightforward route to funding for
landowners and farmers, while delivery partners
and buyers offer the confidence, evidence and
support that make land use change financially
viable.

Key learning points are:

Farmers and landowners respond well to simple
digital application processes, clear rules, and
fewer bespoke narrative forms (particularly
when compared with traditional PES schemes).

- Farmers prefer measures that deliver visible
on-farm value (e.g., soil aeration, fencing,
hedgerows, cover crops).
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LEARING POINTS CONTINUED

- Offering a menu of eligible measures and allowing
farmers and landowners to propose what fits their
land and business (including location selection)
supports engagement and can increase delivery at
scale. Where landowners can deliver interventions
themselves, this can also help to empower
landowners with ownership of the project and
ongoing care of the measures implemented.

- Bids reflect uncertainty (permissions, delivery
constraints, opportunity costs) and the perceived
burden of compliance and verification. Payment
structures should not assume that farmers can
carry upfront costs and instead need to recognise
delivery risk and cashflow realities.

+ Auction mechanics work best where bidders
have cost benchmarks and confidence: where
measures are unfamiliar, purely competitive
price discovery can be difficult without guidance,
examples, or advisory support.

+ Intermediaries (i.e. delivery partners) play a
key role as they help build legitimacy, support
farmers and landowners who are less confident
with technology, and reduce funder risk through
local knowledge, targeting/weighting advice,
and verification of delivery.

WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW MORE?

If you would like to learn more about the NatureBid platform, please get in touch with Paul Orsi, Director
of Operations, Sylva Foundation at paul.orsi@sylva.org.uk or Claire Johnstone, Environment Agency at

claire.johnstone@environment-agency.gov.uk.

- Timing and fit with the farming calendar affect

supply, while advance notice and flexible timelines
improve take-up and delivery quality.

- Co-funding and buyer collaboration are feasible

and attractive: NatureBid's ability to allow buyers
to collaborate and to combine multiple funding
sources supports place-based interventions and
can make participation worthwhile by increasing
total funding available in a landscape.

- Buyers increasingly need ‘evidence of impact’

alongside cost, but modelling must be
proportionate: integration of tools (e.g., NFM
modelling) can strengthen buyer confidence, but
limited project budgets mean the market model
needs shared tools, common datasets, and
standardised metrics to support decision-making.

+ The platform is most effective when paired with

a delivery partner embedded in local relationships,
funders willing to co-design practical, farm-
relevant offers (including caps/ring-fencing where
needed), and clear routes from successful bids
to contracting and payment.

Case study produced by Ecorys between January and April 2026.




