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Farmers are key to preserving and restoring semi-natural pastures (SNPs) while maintaining their environmental
and cultural significance. To support these efforts, it is essential to create favorable conditions that encourages
voluntary participation of farmers in agri-environment-climate measures (AECM) for SNP management. This
study aims to assess acceptability of contract attributes within AECM for SNP management at the farm-level,
including supported activity, payment, inspection, and sanction. Using a qualitative document analysis on
data from semi-structured interviews, scientific literature, and policy documents, this study provides insights into
farmers’ perceptions of how these attributes affect effective implementation, along with recommendations for
alternative solutions, and the potential of the Strategic Plan (SP) 2023-27. Results highlight concerns with
current AECM, such as: i) misunderstandings between authorities and farmers on stipulated practices and con-
flicts with other regulations; ii) growing importance and reliance on payments; iii) apprehensions concerning
potential interactions with unfavorable inspectors and punitive financial measures. Farmers expressed a strong
desire for increased management flexibility, underscoring its significance over stringent contract attributes, and
convey a need for improved communication with authorities. The SP 2023-27 offers an opportunity for im-
provements, mainly through administrative modifications via service digitalisation. As such, the results
contribute to governance debates linked to contractual design and have implications for policy effectiveness,
addressing both the appropriateness of AECM as a policy instrument and the capacity of governmental agencies
to implement them effectively.

1. Introduction Board of Agriculture, 2023). SNPs create favorable conditions for

wildlife, plant species, and crop pollination, increase carbon seques-

Semi-natural pastures (SNPs), rich in natural and cultural values, are
characterized by centuries without soil cultivation, heavy fertilization
and sowing of forage crops (Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2023). In
Sweden, the empirical focus area of this study, SNPs were common at the
start of the 20th century (Cousins et al., 2007; Eriksson and Cousins,
2014; Waldén, 2018). They significantly contribute to the cultural her-
itage of Sweden and play an important role for the development of
sustainable animal production (Waldén and Jakobsson, 2017). Nowa-
days, SNPs are among the most species-rich habitats of Sweden and
encompass a wide range of semi-natural grazing lands, including
outlying areas, forest, freshwater and coastal grazing lands (Swedish
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tration, ensure access to clean water, and serve as a natural forage source
for grazing animals (Bengtsson et al., 2019; Eze et al., 2018; Hauck et al.,
2014; Sollenberger et al., 2019). However, the provision of such public
goods is facing negative trends, particularly in regions where historical
human-environment interactions have created unique ecosystem ser-
vices (European Environment Agency, 2021; D’Alberto et al., 2024;
Debolini et al., 2018). Over the years, the area of SNPs in Sweden has
significantly decreased due to intensification of arable land use and
afforestation (Stoate et al., 2009), now representing only 10% of the
total grassland area that once existed (Government of Sweden, 2023).
Despite this rapid decline, SNPs still contribute to approximately 50% of
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the area accounted for reaching biodiversity goals, making their pres-
ervation a prominent policy objective in Sweden (Government of Swe-
den, 2023).

Farmers are primarily responsible for preserving and restoring SNPs
and upholding their environmental and cultural values (Gaymard et al.,
20205 Nitsch, 2009; Sollenberger et al., 2019). As such, it is crucial to
create a supportive environment that facilitates their efforts to imple-
ment these activities (Buitenhuis et al., 2022; Divanbeigi and Saliola,
2016; Mathijs et al., 2022). In the European Union, the Common Agri-
cultural Policy (CAP) provides agri-environment-climate measures
(AECM) as a form of Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES), encouraging
farmers to adopt management practices that preserve SNPs (Swedish
Board of Agriculture, 2023). AECM incentivize voluntary participation,
prompting farmers to go beyond legal requirements or traditional
grazing practices to support the provision of public goods that might
otherwise be neglected (Bazzan et al., 2022; Martin and Hine, 2018). For
AECM to function effectively, contract attributes—such as supported
activity (i.e., conditions attached to payment), payment, inspection, and
sanction—must be carefully established by governmental agencies (Bali
et al., 2019). However, research indicates that restrictive or inadequate
contractual design can discourage farmer participation in these payment
schemes (Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018; Jamieson and Hessle, 2021;
Nordberg and Asplund, 2020). For example, Nordberg and Asplund
(2020) found that about 50% of Swedish farmers engaged in AECM for
SNP management do not fully utilize the available area, and approxi-
mately 20% would opt out of future AECM under the same conditions.
This reluctance threatens the stewardship of SNPs and may hinder policy
goals (Waldén and Lindborg, 2018), casting uncertainty on the future of
SNP and its associated cultural and environmental values (Pe’er et al.,
2022).

The aim of this study is to assess farm-level acceptability of contract
attributes within AECM for SNP management. While previous research
highlights concern regarding restrictive conditions in AECM for SNP
management in Sweden (Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018; Jamieson and
Hessle, 2021; Nordberg and Asplund, 2020), successful policy design
depends on a clear understanding of where adjustments are needed and
the best strategies for addressing these challenges (Bali et al., 2019;
Hysing and Lidskog, 2018; Mack et al., 2024). By analyzing key contract
attributes such as supported activity, payment, inspection, and sanction
(Guerrero, 2021; Koop and Lodge, 2017; Yang et al., 2021), this study
provides insights into farmers’ perceptions of how these attributes affect
effective implementation, along with recommendations for alternative
solutions and the potential of the Strategic Plan (SP) 2023-27 for
improved SNP management. An exploratory, qualitative approach using
qualitative document analysis (QDA) systematically examines data from
semi-structured interviews, scientific literature, and policy documents
(Wach and Ward, 2013).

This study draws upon prior research that has identified individual
attributes influencing farmers’ participation in agri-environmental
contracts. These features include payment amounts (Le Coent et al.,
2017), policy complexity and administrative burdens (Brown et al.,
2019), flexibility in implementation (Peerlings and Polman, 2009), the
legitimacy of monitoring and auditing authorities (Kovacs, 2015; Micha
et al., 2015), and the effectiveness of sanctions (Zinngrebe et al., 2017).
Additionally, this study aligns with more recent research on
agri-envrionmental governance that uses structured approaches and
consistent frameworks to evaluate key attributes such as innovative
contract solutions (D’Alberto et al., 2024), the interaction between
contract features and successful implementation (Bazzan et al., 2022;
Gutiérrez-Briceno et al., 2024), and the development of a taxonomy for
characterizing, organizing, and comparing agri-environmental contracts
(Guerrero, 2021). It also builds on established methodologies using
multiple data sources as exemplified by Bazzan et al. (2023). In
contributing to this body of literature, this study specifically addresses
the gap in research related to the context of agri-environmental con-
tracts for SNP management. While previous studies have focused on
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farmers’ perceptions regarding restoration outcomes, eligibility criteria,
implementation difficulties, and simplification strategies under prior
CAP reforms (Dahlstrom et al., 2013; Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018;
Nordberg and Asplund, 2020; Waldén and Lindborg, 2018), this study
aims to fill this gap by providing new insights within the context of the
SP 2023-27, considering ongoing policy changes.

The findings of this study enrich the existing literature on agri-
environmental governance (e.g., Bazzan et al., 2022; D’Alberto et al.,
2024; Gutiérrez-Briceno et al., 2024) by providing a comprehensive
analysis of key contract attributes through a multi-source and structured
approach. These findings have important implications for policy effec-
tiveness, particularly in assessing the appropriateness of AECM as a
policy instrument and the capacity of governmental agencies to imple-
ment them effectively (Bali et al., 2019), contributing to governance
debates linked to contractual design regarding AECM acceptability
(D’Alberto et al., 2024).

2. Conceptual framework: policy design for SNP management

AECM, funded under the CAP’s second pillar, are part of the broader
category of PES, which involve voluntary transactions between service
users and providers contingent upon stipulated environmental man-
agement practices aimed at generating public benefits (Canessa et al.,
2024; Wunder, 2015). AECM encourage farmers, through voluntary
participation, to exceed the requirements of mandatory environmental
regulations, which typically address issues like environmental pollution,
animal welfare, and food safety violations (Martin and Hine, 2018).
However, enforcing controls on practices deemed "normal" by the pub-
lic, such as feed-intensive cattle production, can be politically or socially
challenging. Therefore, payments are often necessary to incentivize
farmers to adopt sustainable practices that deliver diverse ecosystem
services beyond conventional farming (Bazzan et al., 2022; Martin and
Hine, 2018). Depending on their objectives, AECM can support the
extensification or intensification of management practices or encourage
changes or maintenance of existing practices (Hasler et al., 2022). These
payments should cover both the direct costs of implementing the prac-
tices and compensate for opportunity costs (Canessa et al., 2024). In-
centives are generally categorized into action-based and result-based
measures, or a combination of both. Action-based measures involve
payments for implementing specific sustainable practices, while
result-based measures reward achieving positive environmental out-
comes (Coglianese and Lazer, 2003; Herzon et al., 2018). Action-based
measures are the most established, compensating farmers for pre-
scribed actions with the expectation that these will lead to the desired
environmental outcomes (Canessa et al., 2024; Gaymard et al., 2020).

The voluntary nature of AECM means that effective participation,
encompassing the number and types of farmers engaged, is a crucial
indicator of both their success and overall effectiveness (Canessa et al.,
2024; Persson and Alpizar, 2013). Despite the long-standing existence
and benefits of action-based AECM (Hasler et al., 2022), participation
has been inconsistent, and evidence of their effectiveness in biodiversity
or ecosystem services is limited (Ait Sidhoum et al., 2023; Batary et al.,
2015; Diaz and Concepcion, 2016; Gaymard et al., 2020; Pe’er et al.,
2020). AECM are defined within regional Rural Development Pro-
grammes (RDP) and are tailored to local farming systems and ecosys-
tems (Canessa et al., 2024). In Sweden, action-based AECM for SNP
management reveal successful farmer engagement with the SNPs area
(approx. 450,000 ha) remaining relatively stable since 1990 (Larsson
et al., 2020). The Swedish SP 2023-27 allocates 640 million euros
(10.5% of the total budget) to AECM for SNP management, covering
approximately 423,000 ha per year—about 14% of Sweden’s total
agricultural land (Government of Sweden, 2023). The AECM for SNP
management in Sweden vary significantly depending on land charac-
teristics and management techniques. Grazing lands with special values,
such as high natural or cultural significance, qualify for higher payment
compared to lands with more general values. These attributes may
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include ground cover, tree layers, and cultural heritage aspects (County
Administrative Board, 2023). AECM for SNP management are
action-based, emphasizing prescribed actions such as maintaining spe-
cific grass heights and keeping tree and bush densities below designated
thresholds. However, despite significant effort for SNP conservation
within Sweden’s RDP, issues such as declining pasture quality and the
loss of valuable areas continue to persist (Larsson et al., 2020).

Policymakers need to understand the underlying reasons for the
declining quality of SNPs and identify the most effective ways to address
them (Hysing and Lidskog, 2018; Mack et al., 2024). Understanding how
AECM contract attributes interact with agricultural activities, which this
paper aims to achieve, is a crucial step toward improving policy design
(Mack et al., 2024). Indeed, attaining intended outcomes is not always
straightforward when putting public policies into practice (Berman,
1978; Matland, 1995). Even if a policy appears to facilitate smooth
application of sustainable practices, it does not necessarily imply that
the target population perceives the policy as doing this (Buitenhuis
et al., 2022; Nilsen et al., 2013). Multiple policies may interact, pro-
ducing synergies or trade-offs that impact farmers’ participation
(Buitenhuis et al., 2022). Furthermore, policy effectiveness varies
spatially due to differences between regions (Dabrowski, 2013). So,
whereas authorities can influence the policy output, they can hardly
control how the local-level context will affect farmers’ implementation
of the policy (Berman, 1978). This underscores the necessity to examine
how policies are designed to achieve their intended goals and how well
they align with farmers’ perceptions and practices, to ensure their
acceptability and effectiveness (Buitenhuis et al., 2022; Herzon et al.,
2018).

Fig. 1 presents the policy design for SNP management in Sweden.
Policy design is a deliberate effort to connect policy instruments, such as
AECM, with well-defined policy objectives or a specific policy problem
(Bali et al., 2019; Howlett, 2019). An effective policy is one that suc-
cessfully addresses the identified problem (Peters et al., 2018). In this
context, the policy objective of incentivizing SNP management is
focused on biodiversity conservation, which underpins the use of AECM
as a policy instrument. Farmers can voluntarily participate in AECM,
typically for a five-year period, provided they follow the conditions
specified in the funding guidelines. Then, to ensure the effective
implementation of AECM, authorities enforce key contract attributes,
including supported activity, payment, inspection, and sanction
(Guerrero, 2021; Koop and Lodge, 2017; Yang et al., 2021). Supported
activity determines the conditionality of the payment, meaning that
farmers in the AECM receive the payment only if they implement the
agreed actions or practices as specified in their contract (Guerrero,
2021). Payment highlights the importance of financial incentive for SNP
management (Le Coent et al., 2017). Given the challenges associated
with effectively enforcing farmers’ production practices through
administrative means, it is important to complement stipulated actions
with payments (Yang et al., 2021). Inspection and sanction outline the
actions that authorities employ to enforce the policy (Guerrero, 2021;
Koop and Lodge, 2017; Zinngrebe et al., 2017). Inspection involves
governmental agencies overseeing adherence to the stipulated actions,

Policy objective:
Biodiversity
conservation

Policy instrument:

|::> Agri-environment-climate |:>
measures
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while sanction indicates the financial payback, with interest, for parts of
or for the entire commitment period if farmers did not comply with the
stipulated actions. Farm-level acceptability refers to the extent to which
individual farmers are willing to comply with the contract attributes,
based on how well they align with their specific needs, values, and
operational circumstances (Canessa et al., 2024; D’Alberto et al., 2024).
Acceptability is crucial for the adoption and effective implementation of
AECM, as it directly influences farmer participation and, consequently,
the overall effectiveness of the policy. In this context, effectiveness,
measured by changes in biodiversity or ecosystem services that can be
attributed to AECM implementation (Diaz and Concepcion, 2016), is a
function of the appropriateness of AECM, and the capacities of govern-
mental agencies (Bali et al., 2019). It ensures a closer alignment between
policy goals and AECM, ultimately contributing to more effective policy
designs (Bali and Ramesh, 2018).

3. Methods and data
3.1. Qualitative document analysis

To fulfill the objective of this research, an exploratory, qualitative
approach was adopted (Laurett et al., 2021). This method is suitable for
understudied subjects and involves fieldwork to understand the per-
ceptions, attitudes, and opinions of individuals involved (Creswell,
2009). QDA is employed to ensure a comprehensive and systematic
examination of the gathered materials from various sources and in-
dividuals. This approach facilitates the extraction of relevant informa-
tion, identification of patterns and themes, and the meaningful
interpretation of the data (Wach and Ward, 2013). This study employs a
combined QDA approach, wusing a triangulation process
(Manevska-Tasevska et al., 2023). In-depth interviews were initially
structured and further complemented using a review of scientific liter-
ature. The obtained findings were then compared with policy documents
for further analysis. QDA used in this paper is further elaborated on
under subheadings 3.1.1-3.1.3.

3.1.1. In-depth interviews

In-depth interviews gather qualitative data on individuals’ perspec-
tives regarding specific ideas, phenomena, or situations (Legard et al.,
2003). In this study, eight farmers (one of them a representative of the
Natural Pasture Meat Association of Sweden), as well as three advisors,
contributed to the interviews. A combination of purposive and snowball
sampling was used. This means that interview participants were selected
based on relevance for the study, with the criterion for farmers speci-
fying that they actively manage SNPs. For advisors, the criteria, in
addition to working in an agricultural advisory capacity, were that they
have had experience working with farmers who manage SNPs. Advisors
had different focus areas—both animal health and production were of
interest for this study.

The selection process consists of two parts. In the first part, sampling
is of the purposive variety, with the Swedish Farmers’ Association rec-
ommending advisors that fulfilled the required criteria (Etikan and Bala,

Contract attributes

Supported

pp . Payment
activity
Inspection ‘ Sanction ‘

Policy effectiveness

=

Farm-level acceptability

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework of the policy design for SNP management. From policy objective via AECM and farm-level acceptability of contract attributes to policy

effectiveness.
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2017). In the second part, sampling is of the snowball variety, with
advisors who participated in the study recommending farmers to be
interviewed (Etikan and Bala, 2017). A regional stratification based on
the distribution of SNPs in Sweden was implemented to ensure pro-
portional representation among the participants. Accordingly, six
farmers and two advisors were selected from southern Sweden and two
farmers and one advisor from northern Sweden. Farmers were inter-
viewed both from farms with general and with special values in SNPs.
Farmers who participated in the study mainly had their land grazed by
cattle, but sheep were also present on some farms. The farms varied in
size and production. Four farms focused on meat production and three
farms focused on milk production. The number of grazing animals
ranged from 50 to 500.

The in-depth interviews were conducted using a semi-structured
format and an interview protocol to ensure consistency in the ques-
tions asked across the interviews (see Appendix, Table Al). Following
the conceptual framework depicted in Fig. 1, the respondents shared
their experiences with the contract attributes, namely, supported ac-
tivity, payment, inspection, and sanction. Additionally, the respondents
revealed how these attributes affect AECM acceptability and provided
suggestions for alternative solutions. While all farmers shared their
personal experiences, the advisors and the representative from the
Natural Pastures Meat Association of Sweden contributed with a broader
perspective and experiences from multiple farms they had been in
contact with. All interviews were conducted digitally by one researcher
and lasted for approximately 45 min, with audio recordings made with
participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim.

Qualitative thematic analysis (QTA) was undertaken on the tran-
scripts for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within
the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Creswell, 2013), using NVivo 12.7
software (Jackson and Bazeley, 2019). The coding involved aggregating
text fragments according to axial (deductive) and thematic (inductive)
codes (Coopmans et al., 2021). Deductive coding involves applying
pre-existing concepts or theories to the data, while inductive coding
involves developing new concepts or theories based on the data
(Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). Combining deductive and inductive
coding approaches can result in a more comprehensive and nuanced
understanding of the data by validating pre-existing concepts, while also
allowing for the emergence of new ones. Our set of deductive codes was
established corresponding to the four contract attributes illustrated in
Fig. 1. The codes were then expanded inductively (see Appendix,
Table A2). The results obtained inductively from the interviews were
triangulated with previous literature and policy documents to ensure
that the discussed attributes were aligned (Manevska-Tasevska et al.,
2023). To minimize researcher bias, three researchers collaboratively
coded and interpreted each transcript.

3.1.2. Scientific literature

A QTA of nation-specific studies was conducted to identify design
issues with agri-environmental contracts for SNP management under
prior CAP reforms. This review of scientific literature was used to
structure the in-depth interviews while also providing complementary
findings to those from the respondents. In total, 11 studies (reports and
articles) were selected based on the following criteria: i) studies on the
payment scheme for managing SNPs in Sweden relevant for the policy
period after 2013; and ii) all studies containing evidence, gathered via
interviews, surveys, literature review, on farmers’ experience with
management of SNPs (see Appendix, Table A3). QTA on the nation-
specific studies consisted of two steps, data extraction and coding. The
coding process followed the procedure outlined in section 3.1.1.

3.1.3. Policy document analysis

Qualitative content analysis (QCA) was undertaken on policy docu-
ments to investigate the extent to which the SP 2023-27 further con-
strains or enables SNP management in Sweden (Buitenhuis et al., 2022;
Manevska-Tasevska et al., 2021). QCA is a systematic approach for

Journal of Rural Studies 112 (2024) 103448

coding and categorizing textual data to explore significant trends and
patterns, without interfering with the information (Gbrich, 2007;
Mayring, 2000; Pope et al., 2006). Contrary to QTA, the purpose of QCA
is to depict the attributes of the document’s content by examining “who
says what, to whom, and with what effect” (Bloor and Wood, 2006).
Nine documents were selected based on the following criteria: i) CAP
payment schemes supporting the management of SNPs, and ii) relevant
Swedish laws, legal cases, and documents outlining the application of
these schemes in Sweden. The documents were sourced from the Euro-
pean Commission (ec.europa.eu), the Swedish law platform (lagen.nu),
and the Swedish Board of Agriculture (jordbruksverket.se). These
included: i) the SP 2023-27; ii) agri-environmental support, direct
support, and basic conditions from 2022, with amendments from 2021;
and iii) animal welfare regulation (Djurskyddsforordning 2019:66;
Government Offices, 2020) (see Appendix, Table A4). QCA on the policy
documents consisted of two steps, data extraction and coding. The
coding process followed the methodology outlined in section 3.1.1.

3.2. Limitations

It is important to acknowledge that the methods and data face some
limitations. First, it is crucial to acknowledge that the primary objective
is not to achieve statistical generalization to the broader population.
Instead, the in-depth, semi-structured interviews on a limited sample
size facilitated a thorough exploration of participants’ subjective per-
spectives. The interview protocol (see Appendix, Table A1) ensured
coverage of all planned topics while the open-ended format allowed
participants to guide the discussion towards the areas that they deemed
important, resulting in a comprehensive understanding of their personal
viewpoints. Data saturation was achieved when multiple interviewees
raised similar issues, improving the study’s robustness (Sim et al., 2018).

Second, the combination of purposive and snowball sampling may
introduce a selection bias by only including farmers that have in-
teractions with external advisors, which may favor more knowledgeable
participants. To minimize such bias, findings from interviews with ad-
visors who draw upon their experiences working with a diverse range of
farmers during their visits have been included. Additionally, since the
Swedish Farmers’ Association recommended advisors who then pro-
moted farmers for interviews, there is a potential risk that the associa-
tion may have pushed their own agenda. However, the Swedish
Farmers’ Association is predominant in Sweden, with over 80% of
Swedish farmers being active members.

Third, this study primarily gathers insights from farmers and advi-
sors, representing the policy’s target population. However, involving
other key stakeholders, such as inspectors and local and national poli-
cymakers, would foster a more inclusive and participatory process that
reflects the needs and perspectives of all actors involved in policy
implementation (Dabrowski, 2013; Gutiérrez-Briceno et al., 2024; Nil-
sen et al., 2013). Both in literature and practice, the participation of
multiple stakeholders in designing agri-environmental contracts re-
mains insufficient (Gutiérrez-Briceno et al., 2024). Engaging in partici-
patory backcasting to explore alternative solutions (Reidsma et al.,
2023) could provide further valuable insights and open new pathways
for improvement.

4. Results

The results are structured around the four contract attributes as
illustrated in the conceptual framework: supported activity, payment,
inspection, and sanction. Each section includes insights into farmers’
perceptions of how these attributes affect effective SNP management,
gathered from both interviews and existing literature. Additionally, each
section presents alternative solutions for improving AECM acceptability,
as suggested by respondents, and evaluates the potential impact of the
proposed changes under the SP 2023-27.
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4.1. Supported activity

4.1.1. Conflict with other regulations

The primary concern highlighted by the interviews arises from the
prohibition of supplementary feeding on SNPs with special values
(SJVFS 2022:29; Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2022b). This condition
also forbids rotational grazing between cultivated land and SNPs with
special values. The goal is to prevent the introduction of nutrient sup-
plementation into the soil, which is believed to negatively impact
biodiversity (Government of Sweden, 2023). However, scientific liter-
ature indicates that the degree of harm resulting from supplementary
feeding remains uncertain (Envall and Scharin, 2019), while rotational
grazing is not found to compromise biodiversity (Pelve et al., 2020). The
following quote from respondent #6 located in the south of Sweden
alludes to this issue:

"One tries to supplement feed as best as possible with concentrate
feed ... even though it is not allowed ... one still does it" (R6-south).

Results from interviews and previous analyses (Eksvard and Mar-
quardt, 2018) show that the prohibition on supplementary feeding has
adverse effects on animals, as there may not be sufficient grazing land
available. As a result, animals suffer from a shortage of feed, and in some
instances, farmers may violate animal welfare regulations (Commission
delegated regulation 2022/126; European Commission, 2021) if they
fail to take corrective measures. To protect the animals and maintain the
farm’s economic viability, some farmers choose to confine the animals
to stalls, relocate them to nutrient-rich pastures, or transfer them to
SNPs with general values, where supplementary feeding is allowed. In
some cases, farmers with SNPs with special values choose not to apply
for support because they want to retain the autonomy to feed their an-
imals as they see fit.

"I try to follow the rules, but not everywhere. Sometimes I know that
this will go to hell anyway, and then I do as I please and do not seek
support for it" (R3-south).

Farmers desire more flexibility, such as the ability to supplement
feed their animals in limited amounts and within a restricted time frame,
or the freedom to move their animals between different types of land,
including cultivated farmland and SNPs with special values.

"You would like to be able to mix a little more. It has been docu-
mented for almost 100 years that animals have moved between
cultivated meadows, forest grazing, and natural grazing on shore-
lines" (R12-north).

Presently, farmers can request exemptions in exceptional circum-
stances, such as drought, by notifying the authorities and explaining
their farm’s situation (SJVFS 2022:28; Swedish Board of Agriculture,
2022a). However, this process is time-consuming and may result in
delayed decisions. Additionally, exemptions can only be sought in spe-
cific circumstances, and they are not available during normal growth
variations that may result in feed shortages at certain times. The current
conditions allow for some flexibility in supplementary feeding during
two weeks before animal release in the spring and before cessation in the
fall, referred to as "transition feeding" (SJVSF 2022:28; Swedish Board of
Agriculture, 2022a), but not during the summer and growth season. The
SP 2023-27 has introduced no further changes regarding supplementary
feeding, and no changes have been undertaken to reduce or prevent
conflicts with animal welfare regulations.

"I am not going to wait to provide feed support to my animals
because I am waiting for a permit. I will provide feed support to my
animals anyway because I think it is much more important that they
get something to eat than for me to get a permit" (R7-south).

4.1.2. Complexity and misunderstandings
Most respondents find the conditions attached to payment to be
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complex and difficult to understand and implement. Findings from
previous studies (Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018) indicate that farmers
often feel constrained by these conditions, which negatively affects their
compliance. They perceive the requirements as overly detailed, causing
anxiety about whether they are interpreting them correctly and in line
with inspectors’ expectations.

"It has mostly been a headache. When you try to read or interpret
something, you can sometimes experience that there is a bit of
double meaning" (R10-south).

Consequently, the supported activity for maintaining SNPs are often
misunderstood by farmers. For instance, the grazing pressure require-
ment dictates that SNPs with general and special values should be
heavily grazed during the growth season (SJVFS 2022:28; Swedish
Board of Agriculture, 2022a). The interviews reveal a misunderstanding
among farmers that animals should graze continuously throughout the
entire grazing season, even when vegetation growth is insufficient. Ac-
cording to the regulation on animal welfare (Djurskyddsforordningen
2019:66; Government Offices, 2020), the number of days that animals
must graze (i.e., at least 60 days) is considerably fewer than the entire
grazing season.

"Animals need to graze even if the grazing does not provide as much
as the animals need, causing them to lose weight" (R1-south).

Nonetheless, most respondents discussed the boundary conditions
for the grazing season requirement and expressed their desire for them
to be more locally adapted based on climatic conditions (Buitenhuis
et al., 2022; Dabrowski, 2013). Farmers are presently expressing
dissatisfaction and frustration with the current schedule within which
animals should be on SNPs, desiring an extended grazing season in the
south and a shortened season in certain northern areas. While farmers in
the southern regions are eager to maximize available feed, starting the
grazing season too early in the north presents a significant danger to the
animals and results in difficulties to meet the desired outcomes. In
consonance with prior research that has highlighted the challenges of
policy implementation resulting from regional disparities (Dabrowski,
2013), the current requirement is seen as restrictive and inadequately
adapted to local conditions and needs.

"Those dates, I am very, very irritated about ... should I have the
animals walk there with basically nothing to eat?" (R12-north).

Additional misunderstandings between authorities and farmers may
emerge due to differing interpretations of biodiversity and the re-
quirements for controlling overgrowth of trees and bushes (SJVFS
2022:28; Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2022a). The purpose of the
requirement is to preserve endangered species (listed on the Swedish
Species Information Centre’s red list in the vulnerable, critically en-
dangered, or endangered categories), and to protect species marked in
the Species Protection Ordinance (Artskyddsforordning 2007:845;
Government Offices, 2020) that are found on SNPs (SJVFS 2022:28;
Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2022a). There is a consensus, both in the
interviews and in the scientific literature (Jakobsson and Lindborg,
2015; Nitsch, 2009; Waldén and Lindborg, 2018) that overgrowth
should be prevented to preserve SNPs, but there are different opinions
on how many trees and bushes should be allowed to exist. This raises
concerns among farmers regarding the impact on biodiversity, animal
welfare, and the cultural value of the landscape as highlighted in
Jakobsson and Lindborg (2015). It also generates negative sentiments
due to the additional costs associated with the increased workload. The
concept of overgrowth and the number of trees and shrubs allowed in
SNPs has changed over the years, making it more difficult for farmers to
participate in the revival of trees and shrubs, without the resulting plants
being labeled as overgrowth.
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"We have chosen to manage SNPs ourselves because we want our
ecosystems to be healthy and look that way, so there we have made
the effort" (R4-south).

In the SP 2023-27, there are no planned changes regarding the
boundary dates for the grazing season or new requirements for the
management of trees and shrubs. However, there are planned changes
aimed at clarifying the supported activity and avoiding any misinter-
pretation of the requirements through increased support for competence
development, knowledge exchange, and information dissemination for
SNPs with special values (Government of Sweden, 2023). The devel-
opment of e-services (Government of Sweden, 2023) will also lead to
reduced complexity for farmers, especially in the workload related to the
administrative burden through streamlining for support-seeking and
handling authorities. The development of e-services will therefore in-
crease accessibility and queries customization. Further, changes in the
SP 2023-27 also involve replacing farm-specific with generic manage-
ment plans for areas with special values (Government of Sweden, 2023).
This new approach will be applicable to all areas falling under the same
land classification, to provide more accurate compensation payments for
the management of different habitats (considering the vast variation in
SNPs appearance in Sweden). Instead of farm-specific management
plans, SNPs with special values will now adhere to the same re-
quirements as all land within the same land classification. Increased
advice on biodiversity can also be expected from the SP 2023-27
(Government of Sweden, 2023).

4.2. Payment

Respondents considered payments essential for covering the costs of
SNP management and indicate an increasing dependence on support
systems to manage these activities effectively. This aligns with previous
research (Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018; Le Coent et al., 2017; Waldén
and Lindborg, 2018), which highlights that insufficient economic in-
centives may lead farmers to withdraw from payment schemes, poten-
tially resulting in the loss of SNPs and a negative impact on societal
environmental goals.

"If we had not received compensation, it would never have happened
..."(R11-north).

The SP 2023-27 indicates that governmental agencies have
acknowledged the necessity to increase payments for SNP management.
Specifically, compensation for SNP management with general and spe-
cial values has increased from 1300 SEK to 1850 SEK per hectare and
from 3250 SEK to 3950 SEK per hectare (10 SEK ~ 1 euro), respectively
(Government of Sweden, 2023). To promote greater equity and foster
positive impacts on both fodder supply and the maintenance of biodi-
versity, the compensation levels for less favored areas have also been
raised in selected geographical areas, particularly in the northern parts
of Sweden. However, it is important to note that the simultaneous
decrease of 500 SEK/ha in direct support undermines the rise in envi-
ronmental support. Additional support aimed at fortifying biodiversity
for meadows, as well as area-based support for the restoration of SNPs
and the care and management of Natura 2000 areas, will now be
strengthened through national funds (Government of Sweden, 2023).

4.3. Inspection

The interviews have highlighted a significant concern related to in-
spections. While most interactions between the respondents and in-
spectors are described positively, farmers still express unease about
encountering inspectors who are overly strict or unfair. Respondents
fear the excessive power held by inspectors, which creates an imbalance
in their relationship. Compared with findings from previous studies
(Bergstrom Nilsson et al., 2020; Nitsch, 2009), improvements regarding
inspections have been made over the years. This suggests that these
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concerns, despite being mostly remnants from the past, still influence
farmers’ anxieties and overshadow the fact that inspections generally
seem to be functioning well.

"I have only positive things to say about my inspections so far, but
one is terrified of encountering someone who does not understand
what we’re doing" (R3-south).

While farmers recognize the need for strict conditions, they seek
flexibility that would allow for reaching compromises when inspections
are carried out. This need for flexibility often arises from situations
where farmers do not want to choose between prioritizing animal wel-
fare or risking sanctions for neglecting SNPs. In such scenarios, farmers
would prefer that inspectors exercise flexibility in their assessments and
permit compromises without imposing sanctions.

"... that Iwon’t be sanctioned for the weather that has affected if I did
something wrong. Then, when there comes an inspection, it should
be informative, educational, it should not be punitive" (R11-north).

Farmers also expressed a desire for improved collaboration and
communication with inspectors to enhance the management of their
lands and to help them comply with the conditions. To achieve this,
suggestions have been put forward to facilitate dialogue between
farmers and inspectors and allow for farmers to seek advice from them.
In Waldén and Lindborg (2018), non-financial support from authorities
in form of feedback and advice, as well as support from the local com-
munity and society, was also highlighted. However, the current AECM
prevent inspectors from providing advice to farmers, which limits
competence development.

"The inspections should be advisory, not judgmental" (R12-north).

The scientific literature emphasizes such needs for improved
collaboration between authorities and farmers to facilitate mutual
learning and joint planning for SNP management (Bergstrom Nilsson
et al., 2020; Jamieson and Hessle, 2021). Long-term collaboration and a
shared objective, as pointed out by Waldén and Jakobsson (2017), can
reduce the demand for inspections, allowing for the reallocation of re-
sources from inspectors to advisory services.

"It would have been so incredibly nice to go there [SNP] and plan and
talk about how to take care of it, without having the thought looming
in the back of your mind that it might become an issue later" (R2-
south).

The SP 2023-27 does not include any immediate changes in the in-
spections. Nevertheless, the anticipated implementation of e-services is
likely to modify the nature of communication between authorities and
farmers.

4.4. Sanction

None of the interviewed farmers personally faced sanctions. Most
respondents expressed satisfaction with the system, emphasizing the
importance of taking good care of the land to qualify for AECM.

"If you are going to receive money, then you should take care of it
[SNP]. So, I think sanctions can be okay" (R7-south).

However, farmers expressed concerns about potential consequences
in cases where they have fulfilled their responsibilities but still fail in-
spections due to circumstances outside of their control, leading to
sanctions that may include the repayment of support with interest. Such
concerns are aligned with those highlighted in the scientific literature, as
in Eksvard and Marquardt (2018), in which farmers experience a lack of
control of their finances. These concerns are compounded by the fact
that approved grazing areas can be re-evaluated at any time during the
five-year commitment period, potentially resulting in repayment obli-
gations (Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018). There is also anxiety about
completing forms correctly to avoid mistakes that could lead to
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sanctions, along with concerns about potential conflicts affecting their
eligibility for other forms of support (Eksvard and Marquardt, 2018;
Nitsch, 2009). Additionally, conflicts with other regulations can lead to
further uncertainty and potential sanctions (Eksvard and Marquardt,
2018; Jamieson and Hessle, 2021). To minimize this risk, some farmers
apply for AECM for only a portion of their available grazing area,
resulting in the potential abandonment of SNPs stewardship for the
areas not covered by these payment schemes (Bergstrom Nilsson et al.,
2020).

Nonetheless, the interviews underscored the desire for sanctions to
promote results within a broader context, rather than rigidly adhering to
strict rules. It was acknowledged that external factors beyond the control
of farmers could significantly impact outcomes if strict compliance to
rules were mandated, potentially leading to negative consequences.
Therefore, allowing for flexibility to favor long-term outcomes was
deemed preferable by the farmers.

The SP 2023-27 does not include any direct changes in the sanction
system. However, as concerns from farmers mainly pertain to the proper
implementation of the stipulated practices, the increased support for
competence development, knowledge exchange, and dissemination of
information for the management of SNPs with special values
(Government of Sweden, 2023) is intended to alleviate such anxieties.
Moreover, the development of e-services is promoted to improve clarity
and transparency in administrative procedures.

5. Discussion and conclusions

Improving farm-level acceptability of agri-environmental contracts
through effective policy design depends on a clear understanding of
where adjustments are needed and the best strategies for addressing
these challenges (Bali et al., 2019; Hysing and Lidskog, 2018; Mack
et al., 2024). By analyzing key contract attributes, supported activity,
payment, inspection, and sanction (Guerrero, 2021; Koop and Lodge,
2017; Yang et al., 2021), this study provides insights into farmers’
perceptions of how these attributes affect effective AECM implementa-
tion for SNP management, alternative solutions, and the potential of the
SP 2023-27. As such, the findings of this study have implications for
policy effectiveness, particularly in evaluating the appropriateness of
AECM as a policy instrument and the capacity of governmental agencies
to implement them effectively (Bali et al., 2019), contributing to
governance debates linked to contractual design regarding AECM
acceptability (D’Alberto et al., 2024).

The supported activity defines the practices that farmers must
implement under contractual agreements to qualify for AECM payments
and thereby contribute to achieving the policy goals (Guerrero, 2021).
However, as noted in previous literature, our results highlight that
achieving intended outcomes with public policies is challenging,
emphasizing the importance of designing policies that align with
farmers’ practices and local conditions (Berman, 1978; Matland, 1995;
Buitenhuis et al., 2022; Nilsen et al., 2013; Dabrowski, 2013). Re-
spondents highlight that policies are often incompatible with their views
on how farming practices meet policy goals, citing issues such as mis-
understandings related to biodiversity, regional differences, and con-
flicts with animal welfare regulations, particularly concerning
requirements for managing the overgrowth of bushes and trees, regional
grazing mandates, and the prohibition of supplementary feeding.
Improving the acceptability of AECM for SNP management requires a
reassessment of both targeting, to ensure alignment with local condi-
tions and environmental objectives (Herzon et al., 2018), and compat-
ibility at the farm level (D’Alberto et al., 2024). Respondents indicated
that introducing greater flexibility through contract adjustment clauses,
i.e., provisions that allow modifications in response to changing contexts
and unforeseen circumstances (Guerrero, 2021), can address these
needs. This approach supports adapting contract solutions to different
situational challenges and conditions (Peerlings and Polman, 2009;
Waylen and Martin-Ortega, 2018), rather than enforcing rigid
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conditions, which may prove ineffective or even counterproductive
(Kingston et al., 2021).

Profitability and payment flexibility are additional factors that need
to be reconsidered for AECM targeting SNP management (D’Alberto
et al., 2024). The results underscore the critical role of payments in
ensuring the successful management of SNPs, highlighting farmers’
reliance on these financial incentives (Le Coent et al., 2017). Re-
spondents expressed concerns that over the years, they have become
increasingly dependent on financial support, raising the risk that pay-
ments may not keep pace with rising costs and thus affect profitability
(D’Alberto et al., 2024). This issue is particularly significant in light of
the reduction in direct support in the Strategic Plan 2023-27
(Government of Sweden, 2023). Lack of sufficient economic incentives
for farmers’ environmental efforts increases the risk that they may
choose to opt out of the support system and that society subsequently
will lose SNPs (Waldén and Lindborg, 2018). Additionally, farmers
expressed a preference to be compensated based on outcomes and
favored rewards over sanctions (D’ Alberto et al., 2024). This sentiment
highlights the need for a more advanced and innovative contractual
approach, that connects payments directly to the measurable environ-
mental benefits achieved, rather than to specific management practices
(Matzdorf et al., 2008). Result-based incentives are expected to support
positive reinforcement towards the stewardship of natural resources
(Hamman et al., 2021), while improving targeting and cost-effectiveness
(Bartkowski et al., 2021; Wuepper and Huber, 2022). Moreover,
result-based incentives will provide farmers with greater flexibility in
implementing practices and making management decisions (Herzon
et al., 2018; Peerlings and Polman, 2009), potentially reducing
long-term commitment costs (D’ Alberto et al., 2024) and attract farmers
who favor targeted and adaptable conservation programs (Schulze and
Matzdorf, 2023; Shipley et al., 2024).

In the current action-based AECM, although respondents were
generally satisfied with the inspections they had experienced so far, they
feared encountering unfavorable inspectors in the future. They noted a
power imbalance from inspectors’ subjective assessments and expressed
concerns about potential sanctions, despite understanding the need for
compliance to receive compensation. However, results indicate a
distinct contradiction between farmers’ desire for flexibility and their
aversion to subjective assessments. The key to the proposed solution is
striking an optimal balance between flexibility required to achieve
environmental objectives and the need for a sufficient level of certainty
and enforcement to ensure compliance (Benson and Garmestani, 2011).
Our results might be held to indicate that the current AECM have failed
to strike such balance by granting too much weight to rigid monitoring
and enforcement without the necessary counterweight of flexibility in
implementation (Peerlings and Polman, 2009). Consequently, subjec-
tivity and flexibility are both found to be linked to the power of in-
spectors themselves. As flexibility increases, the inspector gains more
authority to make subjective judgments, potentially leading to height-
ened anxiety among farmers who fear encountering an overly strict or
unjust inspector. The requested flexibility and trust in assessments
regarding monitoring highlight the need to enhance feasibility, driven
by support for implementation and improved capacities within
governmental agencies (Bali et al., 2019). This is particularly crucial, as
respondents emphasized the importance of increased communication
during inspections to foster a more collaborative and transparent pro-
cess. As indicated by the respondents and supported by the reviewed
literature, the opportunity for open discussions, receiving advice, and
explaining the relevance of restrictions can improve policy acceptability
(Bergstrom Nilsson et al., 2020; Jamieson and Hessle, 2021; Mack et al.,
2024; Waldén and Jakobsson, 2017).

In that respect, the development of e-services on the SP 2023-2027 is
expected to transform the nature of communication between farmers
and authorities, allowing for more customized queries and potentially
reducing administrative delays. This may also facilitate more rapid and
frequent requests for customized exemptions. However, a recent study
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examining farmers’ perceptions of the effects of changes in e-services
points to higher administrative workload for farmers, which already
suggests counterproductive modifications (Mack et al., 2024). Our
research strengthens the argument that transparent processes and two
ways communication have the potential to transform inspections into
learning opportunities for both parties, resulting in improved land
management and a reduced risk of future sanctions (Mack et al., 2024).
Results are also in line with the literature emphasizing farmers potential
to be a vital resource, whose intrinsic pro-environmental motivations
can be strengthened through the thoughtful design of contractual fea-
tures. This involves their participation such as co-design, (Canessa et al.,
2024; Gutiérrez-Briceno et al., 2024), in fostering a supportive culture
with clear, consistent, sensible, and easily understandable rules
(Kingston et al., 2021).
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