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Context 

• New biodiversity targets – Nagoya / EU; halt the loss of 

biodiversity 

• National Ecosystem Assessment – direct land use change 

important driver of biodiversity loss. 

• Offsets could help reduce losses from direct land use 

change, but are not the only think we need to do. 

• New England Biodiversity Strategy and Natural Environment 

White Paper forthcoming (completed soon, published May) 

 



Current Guidance: 

Planning policy statement #9 

 (vi) The aim of planning decisions should be to prevent harm to biodiversity 

and geological conservation interests. Where granting planning permission 

would result in significant harm to those interests, local planning authorities 

will need to be satisfied that the development cannot reasonably be 

located on any alternative sites that would result in less or no harm. In the 

absence of any such alternatives, local planning authorities should ensure 

that, before planning permission is granted, adequate mitigation measures 

are put in place. Where a planning decision would result in significant 

harm to biodiversity and geological interests which cannot be 

prevented or adequately mitigated against, appropriate compensation 

measures should be sought. If that significant harm cannot be 

prevented, adequately mitigated against, or compensated for, then 

planning permission should be refused. 

 



Policy origins:  

• England Biodiversity Strategy 2006 

• Economics and Funding Group 

• Innovative Financing 

• Commissioned a scoping study into the use 

of biodiversity offsets in an England context 



Scoping study for the design and use of 

biodiversity offsets in an English Context  

http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/biodiversity/evidence.htm 

Compiled by 

Jo Treweek (Treweek Environmental Consultants) 

With contributions from: 

Kerry ten Kate (freelance consultant); Bill Butcher (WGB Environment); Orlando Venn 

(Treweek Environmental Consultants); Lincoln Garland and Mike Wells (Biodiversity by 

Design);  Dominic Moran (Scottish Agricultural College); Stewart Thompson (Oxford 

Brookes University) 



The Scoping Study: 

• Focussed on direct land use change 

• Highlighted gaps in current legislation 

• Suggested where offsets could, should and 

should not be used – three tiers 

• Proposed methods to introduce offsets (three 

options) 

• It also examined international examples to see 

where offsets have been used elsewhere.  



Scoping Study: Conclusions & Options 

for Implementation: 

 “The situation in England lends itself to the greater use of biodiversity offsets for 

a number of reasons, but current practice is patchy and there is inadequate 

guidance to enable developers to determine whether and when a biodiversity offset 

is appropriate and required and what is the necessary nature, scale and location 

for any such offset.” 

• Option 1: Status Quo – compliance with current EU and UK law and 

policy using present available guidance.  
 

• Option 2: Amendments to existing policy frameworks - existing legal and 

policy frameworks amended where possible and supplementary 

guidance issued to developers and local authorities on using existing 

policy to trigger offsets  and „how to‟ guidance.  
 

• Option 3: Introduction of new policy - additional policy introduced to 

stimulate both regulated and voluntary market in conservation banking.  

 



Political Consensus before Election 

Guardian 

• Benn to call on world leaders to 

adopt biodiversity pricing 

Hilary Benn: 

•  “We will need to think about the 

most effective mechanism for taking 

account of the economic impact of 

decisions we make in relation to 

biodiversity.” 

Telegraph 

• 'Bio-banking' system proposed by 

David Cameron to protect wildlife 

David Cameron 

• “Conservation credits are about 

placing a value on biodiversity for 

the first time, because only if you 

place a value on something can you 

truly compensate for loss.” 



Reaffirmed after election: 

• Coalition Government “We will introduce measures 

to protect wildlife and promote green spaces and 

wildlife corridors in order to halt the loss of habitats 

and restore biodiversity” 

• Specifically in Defra‟s business plan – commitment 

to “assess the scope for actions to offset the impact 

of development on biodiversity”. 

http://ww2.defra.gov.uk/corporate/about/what/busin

ess-planning 

http://ww2.defra.gov.uk/corporate/about/what/business-planning
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• Economic Climate 

• No increase the overall burden of regulation on 

business 

• No increase the burden on house builders over 

the spending review period 

• Tax and spending limits 

• New approach – Big Society / Localism 

• Small government 

Other commitments / constraints / 

priorities 



Defra discussion material: informal 

online consultation 

• Focuses for now on use of offsets as a mechanism to deliver 

current policy in a cost effective way. 

• Therefore will not to add a new regulatory burden: promote use 

to allow developers to meet existing planning requirements in a 

more consistent manner. 

• Local Planning Authorities can “opt-in” to use offsets to deliver 

planning policy in relation to biodiversity 

• Implementation must be well designed to ensure it delivers the 

desired outcomes without imposing unnecessary or 

disproportionate costs. 

http://defra.gov.uk/environment/biodiversity/offsetting/how-work.htm 
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Roles in this model 

Local authorities would: 

  

decide to use offsetting in their area to deliver planning policy 

requirements on biodiversity, and develop a strategy for using 

offsetting to deliver their priorities.   

  

require developers that needed to provide compensation under 

planning policy guidance to calculate their offset requirement and 

find an offset provider able to deliver the appropriate 

compensation. 

  

collect payment for the offset from the developer using existing 

mechanisms, such as Section 106 agreements. 

  

pay the offset provider. 

Developers would: 

  

use central guidance to assess how many biodiversity units they 

need to pay for to offset the impact of their development. 

  

find an offset provider able to provide the right number of units, 

and negotiate the price with them. 

  

pay for the offsetting. 

 

Offset providers would: 

  

identify where they could provide offsets, in a way that 

would match the local authorities‟ strategy. 

  

develop management plans for those areas, in line with 

central standards. 

  

then be able to sell units of biodiversity to developers 

 

Central government would:  

 

provide central guidance and information on offsetting, 

including:  

• a standard approach to ascribing a biodiversity value to 

habitats, to allow developers to simply assess the impact of 

their development . 

 

• guidance for offset providers on how to calculate how 

many units they could sell from particular habitat creation / 

re-creation project. 

 

ensure standards for offset providers, that could be 

assessed in some way.  These standards could be 

managed by a central government body, or a third party.  



Reaction to the discussion 

• Cautious welcome from NGOs, large 

developers, land-owners associations, some 

local authorities. 

• Concerns (mainly related to additional costs) 

from smaller developers, local authorities. 

• Some concerns over non-mandatory nature – 

local authorities perceived unlikely to opt-in to 

offsetting mechanism due to budget cuts.  



Plan going forward:  

• We would like to test aspects of the policy design: 

• Legal vehicle for getting money from developers 

• “Metrics” for converting impact into area 

replaced, and assessing “value” of offsets 

generated 

• Willingness of offset providers to come forward 

• Intend to ask local authority group to trial guidance 

• (which means we need to write it!) 



Thank you 

james.vause@defra.gsi.gov.uk 



Metrics – converting impact to offset 

Biodiversity Distinctiveness 

Low (2) Medium (4) High (6) 

C
o

n
d
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Optimum (4) 8 16 24 

Good (3) 6 12 18 

Moderate (2) 4 8 12 

Poor (1) 2 4 6 

• Replacing biodiversity “value” 

(see left) 

• Controlling for risk and 

preferences in replacement: 

• Time: should we replace 

habitat loss now with more 

in the future 

• Risk: should we attempt to 

counter the risk of habitat 

replacement failing with 

multipliers 

Lose 6 biodiversity 

points by developing 1 

hectare of low 

distinctiveness land in 

good condition 

Put 6 biodiversity 

points back, e.g. ½ 

a hectare of 

restoration of high 

distinctiveness land 

back to optimum 

condition 


