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Cotswold Canals Connected
Brief for Evaluation Consultant

1. Background 
Cotswold Canals Connected is a multi-partner project, led by Stroud District Council and Cotswold Canals Trust, to restore the historic waterway that runs through the Stroud District, while enhancing biodiversity along the canal corridor. Phase 1B of the project was awarded National Heritage Lottery Fund (NHLF) funding in 2020; it aims to reinstate and restore 6km of the canal, connecting a previously restored section (1A) to the national inland waterways network, making the canal navigable for the first time since the 1930s.
The project was awarded an additional NLHF grant in October 2025 there is a need to continue capturing project impacts on heritage, environment and communities. 
Key priorities for the project’s, heritage, social and cultural outcomes are:
Restoration – Restoring the original fabric of the canal and re-instating the ‘missing mile’ to reconnect to the national network at Saul Junction. 
Sustainability – Developing a ‘Future Operating Model, for the canal that sustains canal heritage into the future. As well as building capacity in community-led organisations, developing a thriving community of supporters who have a stake in the canal’s future. 
Heritage Learning – Further developing an autonomous network of heritage experts (the ‘Heritage Learning Forum’) providing Stroud’s community with a front door to accessing historical resources and expertise.  
Health and Wellbeing – Broadening demographics who are accessing the nature benefits of the canal through targeted activities. 
Accessibility – Better physical and intellectual access to the canal through improved wayfinding signage and established routes from towns, villages and public transport stops.  
Communication – A clear narrative about the CCC project is presented and learning is shared through an accessible legacy archive. 
A detailed M&E report was produced in December 2025 which should be used as the baseline for this work building on the recommendations set out within the report.
An interim report will be required covering the period up to end 2027 with a final report in late 2029.

2. Project Aims
The evaluation will measure against the strategic aims for Cotswold Canals Connected, these are:
• Create a sense of place through renovating and enhancing our heritage assets 
• Build prosperous and connected communities 
• Broaden opportunities to a wider audience and build resilient and cohesive communities 
• Create and strengthen pathways for heritage learning 
• Conserve, protect and enhance wildlife
These have been written in alignment with National Lottery Heritage Fund’s Investment Principles. 

3. Evaluation Requirements
We are seeking an evaluation specialist to assess the 
· heritage, social and community benefits of the CCC project against its Strategic Aims. 
· Economic and social value benefits of the project
This evaluation should build on existing evaluation from previous years, exploring  the local community’s relationship with the canal, including how people currently engage with it and how this relationship has changed as a result of the project.
The evaluation should also assess the extent to which the project is helping to drive the cultural and governance developments needed to support a navigable canal into the longer term. This includes understanding how ways of working, decision-making, and partnership arrangements have evolved over the course of the project.
The evaluation should balance review and analysis of project impacts with adaptive ways to measure process. It should embed structured opportunities for reflection and learning with the project team, helping to inform continuous improvement, strengthen professional practice, and build on what is working well for staff, partners, and peers. 
As the project emphasises co-production and community leadership, creative and participatory evaluation approaches are encouraged. We are keen to see a range of methods used to collect data and insights, with evaluation activities designed to be engaging and inclusive, and actively involve communities in the evaluation process. 
The Evaluator will be supported by an M&E Coordinator and work closely with the CCC project team, providing guidance and mentorship on data collection and supporting the team in monitoring progress against the project’s aims, National Lottery Heritage Fund (NHLF) outcomes, and meeting NHLF evaluation requirements.
We have devised the following research questions to guide the evaluation:

1) To what extent has the condition of canal heritage been improved?  NLHF define heritage as ‘historic buildings, our industrial legacy and the natural environment, to collections, traditions, stories and more’: how has the CCC project impacted heritage in its broadest sense?

2) How far is the Cotswold Canals Connected project contributing towards economic, environmental and social value as a result of the restoration? 

3) What impact is the Cotswold Canals Connected Activity Plan achieving against project aims and outcomes? We would like the evaluation to build a narrative around the social, environmental and cultural benefits achieved, and long-lasting impacts that contribute towards sustainable community ownership of the canal and a sense of custodianship.  
4) To what extent is the project supporting the cultural, behavioural, and organisational change needed to ensure the canal’s successful future operation? The assessment should measure how far existing culture, behaviours, and governance structures deliver increased relevance and sense of ownership across the entire canal landscape catchment area to ensure a sustainable and well‑managed canal in the long term. The assessment should draw on comparable examples of community-led canal projects. 
A range of data is being collected to record project impacts, expectations for data collection methods devised by the evaluator are as follows. We anticipate it may not be possible for one contractor to deliver all elements required, for example social value and economic impact may be delivered by a separate contractor
	Outcome 
	Method for measuring
	Led by evaluator? 

	Canal restored
	Quantitative data collected by project team
	

	Environment enhanced
	Quantitative data collected by project team
	

	Health and wellbeing benefits 
	Qualitative data from canal-users
	[image: Checkmark with solid fill]

	Improved accessibility 
	Qualitative data from canal-users
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	Heritage is in better condition (knowledge and resources) 
	Qualitative data from Heritage Learning Forum members and education providers
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	Sense of place created through storytelling and coherent narrative 
	Qualitative data from canal-users
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	Broader participation from the community
	Qualitative and quantitative data from participants, qualitative data from canal partnership, review of project governance
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	Social value delivered 
	Social value calculation
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	Economic impact delivered
	Economic assessment 
	[image: Checkmark with solid fill]



Deliverables required
· Detailed Evaluation Plan 
· Interim report in March 2028 (covering the period up to end 2027)
· Final report in October 2029
· Economic impact assessment
· Social value calculation
· Advisory and mentoring support for the M&E Coordinator and Community Engagement Team.
· Review the Evaluation Plan and data collection approach against the capital works schedule and the updated Activity Plan. This should clearly set out the project team's data collection responsibilities and timelines, evaluator support, and identify opportunities where a more in-depth evaluation approach will add the most value to understanding impact and providing learning. 
· Deliver an online session to the project team to share and discuss the updated framework and approach to data collection methods and identify if any further support is required to enable the project team in collecting data. 
· Identify where external evaluator involvement will add the most value and collect evidence at key stages of the project (for example, through attending events, carrying out interviews, and running focus groups). 
· Develop a public canal survey, aligned with previous (2023 and 2025), and analyse the findings. 
· Quarterly insight and reflection meetings with the project team, ahead of project Board meetings. 
· At the end of the project, the evaluator will produce a summative report that brings together evidence from across the project to assess overall impact, outcomes, and value. The report should reflect on what was achieved against the project’s aims and NHLF outcomes, identify key successes and challenges, and highlight learning to inform future programmes and legacy planning. 
· Presentation to Project partners of final report findings. 
Resources available 
The following resources are available to the successful bidder:
· Theory of Change, Activity Plan 2026-2028, Engineering Schedule
· Existing monitoring Framework and associated data
· Support from the M&E Coordinator (0.1 FTE). 

4. Experience, skills and knowledge 
We are looking for: 
· A proven track record of evaluating projects and ideally at least one focused around heritage and the environment.
· Ability to advise but also to facilitate in a way that helps realise our own learning
· Experience of working on projects with many and varied stakeholders and partnerships. 
· An understanding of heritage regeneration within a rural setting.
· A natural storyteller, with the ability to engage successfully with a range of audiences, including through written documents. 
· Excellent consultancy skills, with a good sense of when to be hands-on, when to advise from afar, when to exercise your own expertise and when to draw ideas out of others. 
· Someone who can act as a supportive mentor, bringing added capacity to the project team and partners. We would like someone who can act as a critical friend and internal advocate.
· Able to form relationships and manage these effectively, working within a matrix management structure with multiple stakeholders, different audiences and perspectives.

5. Budget, timescale and contract
The evaluator will be required to start at their earliest availability, ideally from Autumn 2026. A maximum budget of £30,000 inclusive of VAT, is available to complete all this work.

6. How to apply
Expressions of interest to be submitted through the Supplying the South West Portal. Please email canals@stroud.gov.uk for further information on how to apply. 
Weblink: The Restoration of the Cotswold Canals
Applicants should outline:
· Relevant experience and example of comparable work
· Proposed methodology and approach
· Team structure and responsibilities (where applicable)
· Indicative programme and budget allocation
· Two relevant references
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