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The Environment Bill: Biodiversity Net Gain 

 

The Draft Environment (Principles and Governance) Bill 2018  
The Queen’s Speech this week signalled that the UK Government remains committed to bringing forwards proposals in line with 
those outlined in the Draft Environment (Principles and Governance) Bill 2018. In this Bill the Government outlined ‘a robust new 
system of green governance’ following the UK’s exit from the European Union. Should the Bill make it into law, it will do a 
number of things:  

 Establish the Office for Environmental Protection (OEP) to scrutinise environmental policy and law, investigate complaints, 
and take action where necessary to make sure environmental law is properly implemented.  

 Establish a clear set of environmental principles, many of which are based on the principles that underpin the existing (EU-
based) legislation.  

 Oblige the government to have a long-term plan for improving the environment, including the publication of indicators; and 
the measurement, and publication, of progress against this plan. 

Additionally, and importantly, the HM Treasury’s 2019 Spring Statement built upon this to suggest that the Government will: 
‘Mandate net gains for biodiversity on new developments in England’. The Statement set out that it would ‘explore ways to 
enhance the natural environment and deliver prosperity’, including a review of the Economics of Biodiversity.  

By inserting this commitment to mandate Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) within the Spring Statement, the Government has paved 
the way for the Environment Bill to radically change the English planning system.  So, what are the potential implications? 

In the first of two papers that examine BNG, this paper explains how BNG is currently used within the planning system. The 
second paper will look at how this is proposed to change following the re-introduction of the Environment Bill, and what 
challenges and considerations this may bring forth for those involved in the development industry.  

Biodiversity Net Gain 
Current Provisions  
The National Planning Policy Framework 2019 requires  

At Paragraph 170: 

‘Planning policies and decisions should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by:… 

d) minimising impacts on and providing net gains for biodiversity, including by establishing coherent ecological 
networks that are more resilient to current and future pressures;’ 

At Paragraph 174: 

‘To protect and enhance biodiversity and geodiversity, plans should:… 

b) promote the conservation, restoration and enhancement of priority habitats, ecological networks and the protection 
and recovery of priority species; and identify and pursue opportunities for securing measurable net gains for 
biodiversity.’ 
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Evidently, ‘securing measurable net gains for biodiversity’ is already a requirement of new developments determined under the 
Town and Country Planning Act 1990 (and therefore subject to the NPPF).  Applications for Nationally Significant Infrastructure 
Projects (NSIPs) are not covered by this provision.  

 

What is BNG? 
BNG is a relatively new approach to determining the ecological impact of a project. It looks to secure long-term benefits for 
biodiversity. Crucially, it is ‘measurable’, currently measurable net gains can only be demonstrated using a BNG Metric.  

The BNG Metric allows existing ecological value, and post-development ecological value, to be calculated. The post-
development value is then subtracted from the existing value to give an overall BNG impact. If this is positive then a net gain 
has been achieved. If it is negative, then measures will need to be put in place to achieve a net gain.  

Measurable BNG was originally piloted in 2012 by Defra/Natural England. This pilot was then adapted by the industry and Local 
Planning Authorities and this has resulted in numerous metrics being developed, all with their own nuances.  

Defra BNG Metric 2.0 was released in July 2019 after a consultation and testing period. The Defra 2.0 Metric updates the 
previous version and draws on approaches developed within industry-led and Local Planning Authorities metrics. The metric 
has been released for general use and to enable wider user feedback. Further updates and refinements are proposed in the 
near future.  

It is important to note that achieving a BNG via a metric does not necessarily mean a proposal meets any wider requirements of 
planning policy or law relating to nature conservation or biodiversity. 

Calculations 

The size, value, condition and strategic location of a habitat have always been considered within a site assessment undertaken 
to support a planning application. The BNG Metric calculation process formalises and improves the consistency of existing 
processes undertaken by Ecologists and Environmental Planners in the assessment of the biodiversity value of a site. Using the 
metric approach, the ecological value is calculated using the following measures:  

 Extent: a measure of area or length; 

 Distinctiveness: a measure of the habitats intrinsic value; 

 Condition: a measure of the current quality of the habitat; 

 Ecological Connectivity: a measure of the relationship of a habitat in a defined place to its immediate surroundings in 
respect of biological and ecosystem flows; and  

 Strategic Significance: an assessment of the geographical importance of the habitat providing a strategic hierarchy to 
BNG activities. 

The calculation is broken down further into Habitat Units, Linear Features; and Connectivity.  

The metrics diverge significantly in these areas. Whilst habitat units remain consistent across metrics, the treatment and 
definitions of linear features (hedgerows, rows of trees, streams, ditches, rivers etc.) and connectivity vary significantly across 
different metrics. 

Risk Multipliers 

Due to uncertainties, when considering enhancement and habitat creation the metrics filter in risk (spatial, delivery and 
temporal) via negative multipliers:  

 Delivery Risk: a score based on how difficult it will be to deliver the habitat creation/enhancement on the ground;  

 Temporal Risk: A score based on how long it will take to achieve the habitat creation/enhancement on the ground; and 

 Spatial Risk: A score based on how close compensation is implemented to the site at which habitat is lost. 
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These multipliers can be avoided in BNG activities undertaken prior to the impact (i.e. establishing compensatory habitat 
ahead of implementing the proposals), and/or if BNG activities are located in strategic areas (i.e. establishing compensatory 
habitat in areas which are ecologically impoverished or would support ecologically valuable areas).  

Implementation of BNG  
In the event that BNG cannot be demonstrated within a proposal area, alternative means for achieving BNG must be explored. 
Current approaches include: 

 Offsetting: Providing an additional parcel of land outside the red line boundary to act as the recipient BNG site. This can 
also be achieved through:  
– Land Banking: Pay another individual / organisation to source and implement your BNG requirements 
– Partnerships: Work with a local organisation to achieve BNG elsewhere. 

 Fee payments / tariffs: Pay into a pool of money, run by the LPA or, as a last resort, the government will establish a 
supply of statutory biodiversity units, which can be purchased. 

The approach implemented will vary depending on the site characteristics, local stake holders and geographical location of the 
proposal. 

Although Defra is developing their 2.0 Metric, there is currently no indication of a legislated requirement to use this metric in 
favour of others. This means the inconsistencies of approach described above will lead to variabilities in outcome, to the extent 
that it may be favourable to choose which metric is used based on the proposal at hand. 

For more information on Biodiversity Net Gain, the Defra Metric 2.0, pending changes as a result of the Environment Bill, and to 
explore the implications for your team please contact Harry Quartermain (Associate Director of Planning ) or Greg Nightingale 
(Principal Ecologist).  
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