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Figure 1. Map of OPTAIN case studies

OPTAIN Policy Perspective
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OPTAIN

OPTAIN (OPtimal strategies to reTAIN and re-use
water and nutrients in small agricultural catchments
across different soil-climatic regions in Europe) is an
EU-funded research and innovation project
implemented between September 2020 and February
2026 with a budget of almost 7 mil €. The project aimed
to enhance the understanding of the potential practical
implementation of Natural/Small Water Retention
Measures (NSWRMs) in agricultural catchments across
the Boreal, Continental, and Pannonian biogeographic
regions, utilizing both scientific and stakeholder processes.

In collaboration with Multi-Actor Reference Groups
(MARGs) across 14 European case studies, OPTAIN
researchers developed and upgraded SWAT+ modelling
workflows and optimisation tools to identify combinations
of NSWRMs suitable for implementation in agricultural
catchments. Through this approach, they assessed the
potential of NSWRMs to retain water and nutrients while
accounting for different climate projection scenarios.
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Figure 2: Theory of change in comparison with the OPTAIN project

(Praprotnik Kastelic et al., 2025)
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A central focus was the alignment of agricultural, water, and climate policy objectives
across governance levels. It importantly identifies the policy instruments and new incentive
schemes for promotion of NSWRMs.

Main Policy Related Findings §\E}\
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Based on findings that synthesize both the environmental and, in part, socio-economic relevance
of NSWRMs, OPTAIN identifies governance improvements and new incentive schemes that
are likely to enhance the uptake and improve the adequacy of policy support for and effective
implementation across European catchments. Policy and implementation analyses showed
that the ambitions of the European Green Deal, the Farm to Fork Strategy, and the Water Framework
Directive cannot be achieved through incremental improvements alone but require active support
towards achieving systemic change.

It is shown that future NSWMRs policies need to improve coordination across different governance
levels, ensure sustained financial mechanisms, simplify administration, work towards effective
knowledge transfer, and, most importantly, focus on improved stakeholder engagement.

Improved and continuous stakeholder engagement emerged as a critical enabling factor.
Overall, the evidence generated by OPTAIN confirms that NSWRMs are an effective strategic
tool for advancing water quality and quantity objectives, climate resilience, and sustainable
agricultural production. Their full potential, however, can only be realized through integrated,
well-designed, and adequately supported governance frameworks.

How CAP And Related Policies Support
NSWRMs Implementation on the Ground

Policy and implementation surveys conducted within OPTAIN showed that the CAP promoted
the implementation of NSWRMs, but that support was primarily directed toward soil and landscape
management measures. Transformative hydro-morphological interventions, such as wetlands,
floodplain reconnection, and retention ponds are limited.

Financial incentives were identified as the main instrument and were widely recognized as essential for
encouraging uptake, but they were most often linked to practices with clear and immediate economic
benefits. As a result, implementation was often short-lived and dependent on continued funding.
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https://www.optain.eu/sites/default/files/delivrables/OPTAIN%20D6.3%20-%20Guidelines%20for%20optimal%20implementation%20of%20NSWRM%20and%20their%20combinations%20in%20the%20specific%20EU%20biogeographic%20region%20of%20interest.pdf

Governance Barriers and Enabling Conditions

What has been identified is
insufficient and/or fragmented
legislation, weak cross-sectoral
integration, and limited
administrative  capacity as
recurring governance barriers.
Although economic, technical,
and informational policy
instruments are available, their
effectiveness depended on
design quality,communication,
and institutional support.

Hybrid governance arrangements
that combined enforceable
national standards with flexible
locally co-produced implementation pathways proved more conducive to context-specific NSWRM
combinations. Trusted intermediaries, such as agricultural advisors and local agencies, play a key role
in sustaining stakeholder engagement, while monitoring and evaluation mechanisms remains
weakly institutionalized.

q“» Insights From Farmers, Advisors, and Authorities

Surveys and workshops carried out within OPTAIN showed that financial incentives, environmental awareness,
and regulatory compliance motivated NSWRM uptake, but those barriers varied widely across regions.

Common obstacles included unclear institutional responsibilities, land ownership constraints,
limited funding for implementation and maintenance, administrative complexity, gaps in technical
knowledge, as well as unavailability of specific machinery. Farmers and land managers reported
that support often failed to compensate for yield losses and investment costs. While advisory support
was generally perceived as sufficient, insufficient and short-term financial support remained
a biggest barrier, particularly for structural and hydro-morphological measures.

The mandatory requirements and
conditionality set out in agricultural
policies tend to establish and focus
on minimum standards and rarely
deliver functional outcomes for
hydrological  conditions.  Voluntary
funding schemes often suffer from
tight budgets, short contract terms
and payment levels that do not
adequately compensate practitioners
“Financial support for purchasing machinery is too low, for the perceived risks, increased costs

creating a major barrier to implementation.” or lost revenue. Information and
advisory instruments (i.e. soft incentives)
play a key role in supporting the
implementation of NSWRMs but can be
largely ineffective if not appropriately
coupled with complementary financial
or regulatory instruments.

“Support should fully compensate for yield losses
that occur when adopting new cultivation technologies.”

“Reduced tillage requires significant investment in specialized
machinery and new knowledge. The shift in production technology
is substantial, yet knowledge transfer remains insufficient.”

“While support for introducing winter catch crops covers the
sowing costs, there are additional costs for removing the catch
crops before the next planting, and these are not compensated.”

“Guidelines are often unclear and not adapted to real-
world conditions. They fail to meet actual needs because
consultation with practitioners has been insufficient.”

Figure 3: Insights of farmers and land managers into challenges
of adopting NSWRMs (Nesheim et al., 2025)
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OPTAIN Policy Recommendations in a Nutshell

Agricultural policy favors land and partly the structural linear measures,
while limiting transformative structural area and hydro-morphological measures.
The project identified the need to improve coordination across governance levels,
simplify administrative procedures, ensure robust and sustained financial
mechanisms, and strengthen stakeholder engagement.

CAP instruments, together with water policy funding, needed to better support
spatially targeted, catchment-scale combinations of NSWRMs, including currently
under-promoted  but highly effective hydro-morphological measures.
Performance-based payments, collective funding schemes, and tailored advisory services emerge as key
directions for enabling long-term water resilience and ecosystem health.
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Henceforth, the wider uptake and the effective implementation of NSWRMs require integrationof clear
regulatory baselines with sufficiently attractive and reliable incentives. These must be reinforced by
well-resourced advisory services and improved spatial targeting. Equally important is the provision
of long-term, predictable funding to support maintenance activities and collective action, which are
essential for sustaining benefits over time. Reducing both practitioner risk and administrative complexity
emerges as a key prerequisite for higher participation rates by potential practitioners.

Use of OPTAIN Results by Policy Makers

The project delivered an evidence base that could be
used to inform CAP Strategic Plans, River Basin
Management Plans, and investment priorities related
to water retention and climate adaptation.

By linking modelling evidence, stakeholder perspectives,
and policy analysis, the project identified where existing
policy instruments aligned with NSWRM effectiveness
and where governance improvements were required.
The resultssupported the co-creation of next-generation
AR Ry, Varga - PaRonian RSl incentives and more integrated a.pproac.hes to water
Dialogue held in Budapest/Hungary and land management across administrative levels.
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OPTAIN produced a set of policy-relevant deliverables. The D6.1, D6.2, D6.3, and D6.4, analyzed policy
support, governance barriers, implementation conditions, policy and governance improvements,
and innovative incentive mechanisms for improved uptake of NSWRMs.

Recommended to check out and learn more:

Learning Environment and OPTAIN website

Nesheim, I., Szulecka, J., Monaco, F.and R. Cveji¢ (2026): Development of incentives for the promotion
of water and nutrient management techniques in agricultural catchments based on the Sustainable
Development Goals (link).

Cveji¢ R, Enge C,, Nesheim I, Glavan, M. 2023. Legislative recommendations for future harmonisation
of water and agricultural policy on local, regional, national, and EU levels (link).

All OPTAIN deliverables can be found here (link).
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https://www.optain.eu/sites/default/files/delivrables/OPTAIN%20D6.4%20-%20Development%20of%20incentives.pdf
https://www.optain.eu/sites/default/files/delivrables/2023_05_23_OPTAIN_Policy_Brief_FINAL_0.pdf
https://www.optain.eu/deliverables#deliverables

