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1. Summary  

Environmental Net Gain (ENG) was proposed in the Governmentõs 25 Year Environment Plan 

as a development to the increasingly established Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG). The Plan 

committed to embed ENG for development, including housing and infrastructure  as a critical 

enabler of its headline pledge to deliver what Prime Minister May described as its òsimpleó 

goals: òcleaner air and water; plants and animals which are thriving; and a cleaner, greener 

country for us all.ó1 The Plan re-commits Government to its 2017 Manifesto pledge to 

òbecome the first generation to leave that environment in a better state than we found itó. 

So how realistic is this? With BNG still in its infancy, what are the challenges and 

opportunities in widening net gain principles to potentially the whole environment? This has 

to be a welcome aspiration, but it will be complex and if done badly could open the door to 

less sustainable development, not more. It is set against a background of reports of 

desperate levels of global habitat loss and species extinction, and a lack of international 

commitment to responsible conservation rather than extreme exploitation 2,3. 

As the leading royal chartered professional body dedicated to sustainable management of 

the environment, globally , CIWEM is ideally placed to convene the range of practitioners and 

experts necessary to consider the challenges faced by expanding BNG into ENG.  

The following is a summary of presentations and discussion held on 30th October 2018 at the 

CIWEM conference Environmental Net Gain: Measurement, Delivery and Application. These 

timely discussions should be considered by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs (Defra) ahead of its consultation on Net Gain. Summaries of presentations are 

provided in the following pages.  

Discussion at the conference drew out a number of very clear themes, discussed in section 3 

of this document. These may be summarised as the following headlines, which Government 

must act upon as it develops its Net Gain approach:  

  

                                                 
1 HM Government, 2018. A Green Future: Our 25 Year Plan to Improve the Environment. 

 
2 The Guardian, 3rd November 2018. Stop biodiversity loss or we could face our own extinction, warns UN 

 
3 WWF, 2018. Living Planet Report. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/693158/25-year-environment-plan.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/nov/03/stop-biodiversity-loss-or-we-could-face-our-own-extinction-warns-un
https://wwf.panda.org/knowledge_hub/all_publications/living_planet_report_2018/
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Five priorities to achieve workable Environmental Net Gain  

 

1) Biodiversity Net Gain must be made mandatory  for all new development. Such is the 

scale of loss in recent decades associated with development and associated human activity, 

this must become a strict requirement with appropriate provisions made to this effect in the 

Environment Bill. Moreover, as BNG is developed into Environmental Net Gain, BNG must be 

sacrosanct within this. It must not be possible to ôtradeõ wider environmental or social 

components of an overall net gain for biodiversity gains. This is because biodiversity (nature) 

is the foundation of the environment that the Governm ent is pledging to improve for future 

generations. 

2) Net gains achieved under BNG and/or ENG must be additional  to existing 

commitments to protect and enhance the environment, such as those driven by wildlife 

legislation and regulation and relating to pro tected sites (e.g. SSSIs or SPAs). This is essential 

in order to achieve gains, because existing protections are not sufficient to halt or reverse the 

decline in the overall health of nature. 

3) An appropriate balance between ensuring local, on -site and st rategic, off -site gains 

is vital . Some biodiversity and environmental gains may be achieved locally to, or on the 

actual site of a development, and this should be maximised in line with the mitigation 

hierarchy4. However, it must also be recognised that strategically important biodiversity gain 

may be delivered more effectively off-site, using compensation and habitat banking. In each 

instance, linking into existing networks and programmes is important to achieving optimal 

gain. 

4) ENG (or BNG) must not be represented by a single metric score.  Metrics (such as the 

Defra / Natural England Biodiversity Metric5) have achieved much in drawing the attention of 

a wide range of bodies to the concept of net gain and the fundamental contributions th at 

biodiversity and the wider environment make to our economy and society. Yet it is far too 

simplistic to convert complex natural systems into a single headline score. Such scores are 

highly valuable as indicators and tools but must be deployed alongside expert knowledge in 

the field, particularly of qualitative evidence that is otherwise unaccounted for, to 

appropriately prioritise designs and approaches to development to optimise gains achieved.  

5) Effective delivery agreements for the long -term will be  a vital component of net gain 

and require significant further work to mainstream . Conservation Covenants, between 

unrestricted parties, would be a useful additional tool to achieve delivery but the most 

workable timescales for landowners and managers need to be identified. Experience of ôin 

perpetuityõ agreements in Australia have shown that a more fixed timescale, possibly 

between 25 and 50 years, may be an appropriate balance between the needs of landowner 

and client. 

                                                 
4 The mitigation hierarchy sequentially prioritises avoidance of negative impacts; minimisation of impacts; rehabilitation or 

restoration of habitats on -site; then finally offset by enhancing biodiversity elsewhere.  

 
5 Defra, Natural England, 2012. Biodiversity Offsetting Pilots Technical Paper: the metric for the biodiversity offsetting pilot 

in England. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69531/pb13745-bio-technical-paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69531/pb13745-bio-technical-paper.pdf
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2. Speaker presentation summari es 

The following are summaries provided by CIWEM and not transcripts or abstracts provided 

by the speakers themselves. 

Environmental Net Gain  

Thanks to:  

Marie Southgate, Deputy Director - Land Use Policy, Natural Environment Directorate, 

Defra  

The development of biodiversity net gain (BNG) in the UK started with Defraõs biodiversity 

offsetting pilots in 2012. Progress has been somewhat piecemeal since, but Government is 

keen to pull the various strands of work together and make net gain policy g enuinely 

transformational. Fundamental to this is establishing a level playing field for those 

concerned, ensuring consistency in standards and delivery and minimising any associated 

regulatory burden. The 25 Year Environment Plan has ramped up Governmentõs ambition 

levels and getting net gain right is important to achieve these ambitions and the targets in 

the plan.  

The revised National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) is less ambiguous than the 2012 

version, now requiring the planning system to achieve BNG (and removing the òwhere 

possibleó caveat). This mandate will be strengthened further, subject to outcomes of the 

forthcoming net gain consultation, to expand it into wider natural capital methods to deliver 

environmental net gain in the longer term with the development of appropriate metrics and 

ensuring spatial data is available where needed. Sensible and sensitive net gain approaches 

should be able to deliver good development in the volumes Government is seeking and is 

increasingly being pursued by developers and local planning authorities.  

There are three stages to moving from BNG to ENG: 

1) Consulting on and consolidating BNG, considering the impacts of habitat change for 

wildlife; 

2) Developing natural capital (stocks) net gain, considering the impacts of habitat change 

for people (presently being developed using a range of new metrics and approaches to 

mapping), and 

3) Developing ENG approaches to consider wider, indirect environmental impacts of 

habitat change. A whole range of factors may be measured under ENG, but it is hard to 

understand how these may be offset. Understanding ENG is a genuinely open question in 

Whitehall at present and Government is listening.  

Practical delivery and refinement of net gain is now the challenge. The Defra metric is well 

accepted for habitats and biodiversity, but a wide range of tools and approaches are 

emerging to assess changes in natural capital but the wider this spreads the harder it will 

become to standardise. Nevertheless, major infrastructure programmes such as the 

Cambridge Oxford Arc are now being targeted to deliver biodiversity and natural capital net 

gains ð they are a litmus test for the approach as it stands.  
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Industry Best Practice Guidance  

Thanks to:  

Owen Jenkins, Director, Ciria and Julia Baker, Biodiversity Technical Specialist, Balfour 

Beatty  

Ciria has worked closely with IEMA and CIEEM to develop BNG guidance for development, 

currently undergoing peer review and likely to be published by December 2018. They have 

already published good practice principles: 

Principle 1.  Apply the Mitigation Hierarchy  

Principle 2.  Avoid losing biodiversity that cannot be offs et by gains elsewhere 

Principle 3.  Be inclusive and equitable 

Principle 4.  Address risks 

Principle 5.  Make a measurable Net Gain contribution 

Principle 6.  Achieve the best outcomes for biodiversity 

Principle 7.  Be additional 

Principle 8.  Create a Net Gain legacy 

Principle 9.  Optimise sustainability 

Principle 10.  Be transparent 

 

The guidance is structured in four sections, providing an overview of the BNG concept, 

demonstrating the benefits of delivering BNG (appropriate to local authorities and 

developers), providing detailed guidance on processes and a lifecycle approach, supported 

by technical notes and case studies. 

Measurement  has been the single biggest factor in getting net gain on boardroom agendas 

and has succeeded in achieving significant business buy-in. But it is important to clarify 

limitations of any metric and to avoid presenting a single project number or score; discussing 

as well specific project features. This, together with a measurement of hectares of habitat, 

tells the wider story but stil l, metrics will never remove the need for professional input on 

nature, on site. 

Effective delivery  is vital to achieving 25 Year Environment Plan and National Infrastructure 

Delivery Plan targets. Key to effective delivery is working with whatõs there; making best use 

of existing plans and planning to work together with existing nature conservation networks.  

Judicious application  is essential to achieve any wider environmental net gain. Fundamental 

to securing net gain is prioritising BNG within the overal l ENG envelope. This reflects 

deployment of Principle 9 ð Optimise Sustainability. This is because biodiversity is the 

foundation from which all other environmental benefits flow and thus from which sustainable 

society and economy is derived. Taking this approach safeguards BNG, whilst adding value to 

wider net gain outcomes which might, for example transform £60,000 worth of BNG into 

£300,000 of wider social value. 
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A new countryside: restoring biodiversity in the UK by 

creating a Restoration Economy  

Thanks to:  

David Hill, The Environment Bank  

BNG is arguably the most significant policy development for the environment for a decade. It 

is vital as the UK has experienced serious decline in recent decades through industrialisation 

and infrastructure development. Ethics and intrinsic values alone wi ll not protect existing 

nor restore lost biodiversity ð our love of wildlife has not stopped biodiversity loss, so 

we must look to other mechanisms to achieve it.  

There is a need for new approaches for funding ð both public and private sector ð because 

public sector funding is declining. BNG should be made mandatory in order to provide 

private investor confidence in the approach and in offsetting. This is vital to creating a 

ôRestoration Economyõ through habitat banking, net gain and corporate natural capital 

accounting.  

Funding needs to be targeted at interventions in the farmed environment that can deliver 

large-scale, significant improvements within as short a time as possible. Agriculture is crucial 

to achieving BNG as 75% of land in the UK is farmed and farming intensification has inflicted 

the greatest impacts on wider-countryside biodiversity. Agricultural innovation should lead 

to land sparing and land sharing. We must maximise innovations to spare land for 

restoration of biodiversity at scale in th e UK. 

There is a need for transformational change in the way we use land if we are to make a 

serious impact on restoring biodiversity in the UK. There has been a serious and significant 

decline in priority species since 1970 and this must be reversed. Farmland birds are in serious 

decline and farmland biodiversity losses are dramatic. 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) have a duty to promote BNG through the planning system 

under the NPPF, but most are not delivering. It must be made mandatory to facilitate scale-

up, and create, enhance and manage large areas of habitat for biodiversity conservation. 

LPAs should require the application of the biodiversity metric on all  development to deliver 

net gain.  

Broadly speaking, 20% of gain should be on-site and 80% off-site. Net gain should mostly be 

achieved off-site as on-site net gain is mostly about prettifying development rather than 

biodiversity net gain. Off -site net gain can be achieved through habitat banking. This 

provides developers with clarity and certainty and increased net developable area, LPAs with 

transparent, consistent, auditable net gain delivery, and landowners with long-term funding 

and realistic income. The Environment Bank acts as a broker in dealing with habitat banks ð it 

signs legal agreements to purchase credits with developers and manages sites with land 

managers. 

Corporate natural capital accounting is the least-near market funding option, but it has the 

potential to generate the most income. 40% of global GDP relies on natural capital, but it is 

not valued as it should be. Natural capital accounting should be required of corporates to 
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encourage provision of increased renewable resources stocks to balance the benefits they 

derive from non-renewable resources. 

Corporate natural capital accounting represents the most practical way of delivering 500,000 

hectares of Nature Recovery Network in a short period of time. Using habitat banking 

without corporate natural capital accounting and net gain it might be possible in 5.5 years, 

however including effective corporate natural capital accounting this could be delivered in as 

little as 2.5 years. 

  






















