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Abstract

In the AgriPark project, a transdisciplinary approach was used to develop ways of 
integrating agriculture better into Regional Nature Parks. It revealed that there are 
no ready-made solutions and longer processes involving a wide range of stakehold-
ers are needed to develop closer cooperation between parks and agriculture.
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Introduction

Agriculture is an important player in Regional Na-
ture Parks (RNPs) in Switzerland. Farmers cultivate 
land and contribute with their activities to the im-
provement of  biodiversity and the protection of  land-
scapes, at the same time RNPs provide farmers with 
opportunities to further develop their farm business-
es, for example, through the creation of  cooperation 
projects or sales opportunities for agricultural prod-
ucts and services. However, farmers are frequently not 
ready to take advantage of  these opportunities and 
to participate in RNP projects because of  scepticism 
about the concept and usefulness of  RNPs (Butticaz 
2013; Haggenmacher 2017; Humer-Gruber 2016). 
The question that therefore arises is: How can farmers 
be convinced of  the benefits of  RNPs and the op-
portunities they offer? Currently there is no overview 
of  tried and tested approaches for integrating agricul-
ture better into RNPs that could be made available to 
agricultural advisory services and RNP managements. 

Transdisciplinary methodological approach

Approaches to improve cooperation between agri-
culture and RNPs were developed in the AgriPark pro-
ject using a transdisciplinary research methodology. 
The project team included experts from research (Zu-
rich University of  Applied Sciences ZHAW) and from 
the Swiss Association for the Development of  Agri-
culture and Rural Areas, AGRIDEA, thus ensuring 
the link between research and practice. At the strategic 
level, project partners from the Federal Office of  Ag-
riculture, cantonal agricultural advisory services and 
the Network of  the Swiss RNPs gave their feedback 

on the project. At the operational level, stakeholders 
from the three partner RNPs, Binntal, Gantrisch and 
Schaffhausen, were involved in workshops as part of  
the preliminary study as well as in the development of  
approaches for better cooperation between agriculture 
and RNPs. These approaches will be made available to 
the agricultural advisory services and RNP manage-
ment teams.

The AgriPark project was divided into two phases 
(see Figure 1). In the first project phase quantitative 
and qualitative data were collected in the three Swiss 
partner RNPs, Binntal, Gantrisch, Schaffhausen.  
1) An online survey was conducted in spring 2019 in 
the three RNPs by means of  convenience sampling. 
Any farmer that was eligible for direct payments and 
had an e-mail address could take part. 509 farmers an-
swered the questionnaire, at least in part, with a re-
sponse rate of  36%. Participants were asked if  their 
farm was run by a man or a woman. 89% of  those 
who answered this question indicated a man as pri-
mary farmer (n = 279) and 71% a woman as secondary 
farm manager (n = 173). From this we concluded that 
the majority considered themselves as managing the 
farm as a couple. 2) Semi-structured interviews were 
also conducted in all three RNPs. To include different 
perspectives, the following stakeholders were inter-
viewed in winter 2018 / spring 2019 using purposive 
sampling: 13 interviews with male farmers and 4 with 
farming couples, interviews with 5 female and 2 male 
representatives of  the RNP management teams and 
with 4 male and 1 female representative(s) of  the can-
tonal agricultural advisory services.

In the second phase we developed step by step 
approaches for a better integration of  agriculture in 
RNPs. The results from the survey and interviews 
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served to elaborate paths of  action. These were then 
discussed and further developed in two rounds of  
workshops in the participating RNPs and a further 
RNP in French-speaking Switzerland. Representatives 
of  the RNPs, agriculture and agricultural advisory ser-
vices were present at all of  the workshops. 

To develop possible approaches, we worked with 
human-centred design, a creative, problem-solving pro-
cess for developing innovative ideas that puts people 
and their problems and needs at the centre (IDEO.
org 2015). In addition, Dave Snowden’s Cynefin 
Framework served to classify problems and possible 
solutions depending on their context. While compli-
cated problems can be solved with expert knowledge, 
complex problems need participatory approaches 
(Snowden et al. 2007).

Results of the pre-study and paths of action

The results showed that most farmers tend to as-
sume the benefits of  a RNP for agriculture as rather 
low. Nor do they rate their knowledge of  the RNPs 
very highly. The analysis of  the guided interviews in-
dicates that the RNP managers need to do a lot of  
communication work to convince farmers to partici-
pate in the RNP. Figure 2 illustrates a RNP’s possi-
ble agriculture-related activities and how farmers rate 
them according by significance (for more results, see 
Trachsel et al. 2020). 

1st path of action: Knowledge of needs and 
creation of proximity

Our research revealed that the relations between 
farmers and their RNPs differed from RNP to RNP. 
Factors influencing these relations were the history of  
the RNP, existing regional development projects, size 
of  the RNP, and implemented agricultural projects 
in the RNP. Accordingly, activities in the RNPs were 
rated differently in the different RNPs. For instance, 
information on funding opportunities for agriculture (Figure 2) 
was very important for 46% in Binntal RNP (n = 11), 
but for only 16% in Schaffhausen (n = 128). Conse-
quently, in order to ascertain farmers’ most pressing 
needs, RNP managers must develop close relations 
with farmers and gain their trust. 

The survey and interviews suggest that the more 
contact farmers have with the RNP management, 
the more positively they judge the RNP’s actions and 
achievements. Figure 3 shows: 58% of  farmers who 
take advantage of  RNP activities agree with the state-
ment RNP XY contributes to the good image of  agricultural 
products and services in the RNP, compared to only 38% 
for farmers who do not participate in any RNP activi-
ties.

2nd path of action: Promotion of agricultural 
products & services

The results of  the online survey and the guided 
interviews showed that the farmers saw the RNP’s 

Figure 1 – Process of  the AgriRNP Project, (own illustration).

Figure 2 – Frequencies of  the answers regarding the importance of  different possible Regional Nature Park (RNP) activities for 
agriculture in the three RNPs (n = 330). Based on the results, we derived six paths of  action showing where most action is needed or 
where there is potential for farmers to be better integrated into RNP activities.
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contribution to the image and promotion of  regional 
agricultural products as an important advantage (see 
Figure 3). Representatives from agriculture and RNPs 
considered communication about regional products 
one of  the main tasks of  a RNP and saw further po-
tential to enhance RNP activities in this area. Many 
were in favour of  the Swiss RNP product label, but 
they would like to see its implementation simplified.

3rd path of action: Creation of regional value 
chains 

According to our results, farmers hoped that RNPs 
would be able to support the creation of  regional value 
chains and new sales opportunities that would increase 
their margins. The interviewed farmers considered it 
an important role of  RNPs to act as mediator and net-
worker when creating these regional value chains. The 
questions that arise are: How could farmers who do 
not yet sell products locally profit from value chain 
creation? And how could farmers who are already suc-
cessful in direct marketing also benefit from the RNP?

4th path of action: Use of agricultural support 
instruments

The evaluation of  the online survey confirmed that 
in all three RNPs the majority of  the interviewed farm-
ers participated in projects that support them in pre-
serving biodiversity and traditional cultural landscapes 
and also bring them direct financial benefits as a result 
of  being linked to the direct payment subsidy system: 
84% Binntal (n = 13), 73% Gantrisch, (n = 201) and 
57% Schaffhausen (n = 139). From these results it can 
be deduced that RNPs should clarify to what extent 
they could communicate or use agricultural support 
instruments in order to more successfully involve the 
agricultural population in RNP activities.

5th path of action: Communication between 
farmers and RNP management

Our results indicate that farmers should be provid-
ed with (even) more information about the options for 
involvement, participation and development. From 
the online survey it was clear that farmers consider 

Figure 3 – Evaluation of  the statement Regional Nature Park (RNP) XY contributes to the good image of  agricultural products 
and services in the RNP and participation in at least one of  the RNP activities (n = 363), (illustration by the authors).

Figure 4 – Illustration of  the process for developing approaches to better integrate agriculture into Regional Nature Parks and the 
concrete results from each individual step in the process. 
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their level of  knowledge about the RNP to be rather 
low. 66% of  the respondents declared that they felt 
only partially or ill-informed about the activities of  the 
RNP (n = 363). Therefore it would be useful to know 
how farmers could be better informed about the RNP, 
taking into account their interview responses that in-
dicated they do not have sufficient time to obtain in-
formation themselves. 

6th path of action: Structural integration
According to the results from the guided inter-

views, structural integration of  farmers in RNPs is an 
important approach to enhance cooperation between 
RNPs and their farmers. In addition to the integration 
of  agriculture into the existing bodies of  the RNPs, 
the sort of  organizational structures that already exist 
in some of  the three RNPs that are specifically aimed 
at the agricultural population would certainly help to 
achieve this goal. 

Results from the 2nd phase: Development of 
approaches

In an initial round of  workshops, the results of  the 
pre-study and the paths of  action were presented and 
explored in greater depth (see Figure 4). Challenges 
and sticking points as well as insights and initial ideas 
for solutions were established that then served as a 
basis for the development of  concrete approaches. 

These first workshops already provided the impe-
tus for initial activities in the RNPs: For example, two 
ideas from the workshop in Gantrisch RNP were im-
plemented: 1) establishing contact between the RNP 
management and the agricultural advisory services, 
and 2) holding a workshop to specify opportunities 
for collaboration.
The challenges and ideas discussed in the first work-
shops served as a basis to develop possible approaches 
that could be used to integrate agriculture better into 
several RNPs. For this purpose, based on jointly iden-
tified challenges, insights and then questions were for-
mulated. Afterwards we formulated ideas in response 
to these questions, with the most promising ideas be-
ing further developed. In this way, a total of  seven 
ideas for possible approaches emerged, ranging from 
educational measures to sharing experiences and sup-
port for innovation (for all 7 ideas of  the 2nd round of  
the workshop, see Figure 4) for the 2nd round of  the 
workshops. Presentation of  the above-mentioned sev-
en approaches and joint evaluation of  them in these 
workshops. 

Exchange instead of ready-made approach-
es

One of  the developed approaches received more 
support than the others – the platform for regular 
sharing of  experiences between stakeholders from ag-
riculture and the RNPs. Since many of  the other ideas 

discussed in the second round of  workshops, such as 
the presentation of  best practices, elements from the 
course series, excursions, etc., could be integrated into 
such an exchange platform, it was decided to drop the 
idea of  developing more tangible approaches and to 
focus on the implementation of  this platform, which 
is being organized by AGRIDEA and the Network of  
Swiss RNPs. A first event took place under the title 
Cooperation as an Opportunity on 7 September 2021 in 
Gantrisch RNP. 

In addition, a simple online publication was cre-
ated that presents the project, the developed paths of  
action and possible approaches for better integration 
of  agriculture into RNPs, which can be expanded in 
future, if  needed.

It is not surprising that the decision was made in fa-
vour of  a platform for regular sharing of  experiences. 
According to our results, the integration of  agriculture 
into RNPs is a complex challenge for which there are 
no ready-made, one-size-fits-all solutions. In such a 
context, the main challenge is to bring together a wide 
range of  stakeholders who work together to find ap-
propriate solutions; a task that should be understood 
as an ongoing process. From this point of  view, a 
regular platform for sharing experiences will hopefully 
create a suitable framework to develop a variety of  so-
lutions for better integration of  agriculture into RNPs.
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