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WSP's 'win-win' guide to Biodiversity Net Gain

In this toolkit, we’ll guide you through Biodiversity 
Net Gain or BNG and show why it is a ‘win-win’ 
proposition for the environment and for 
developers.

The Westminster government has confirmed that 
it will use the forthcoming Environment Bill to 
mandate BNG for development in England. Other 
UK countries may also choose to legislate over the 
next few years.

To find out more, or for help in developing a 
bespoke plan,  talk to us.  

The sooner you begin, the quicker you – and the 
environment – start to gain.



What is BNG?

BNG is an approach to development that leaves the natural environment in a measurably better state 
than it was initially. The outcome is a net gain in biodiversity

The system of ‘biodiversity units’ used to measure biodiversity before and after site development 
is a quantitative assessment, demonstrating the change in biodiversity in a robust, consistent and 
transparent way. 
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Net Loss

Net Gain

No Net Loss

It is important to remember that quantifying biodiversity in units is just one piece of the puzzle and 
the BNG Good Practice Principles  developed by CIRIA, CIEEM and IEMA must be followed for a project 
to claim BNG.  These ten principles set out good practice for achieving BNG (i.e like-for-like habitat 
compensation).

https://cieem.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Biodiversity-Net-Gain-Principles.pdf


Why does it matter?
Biodiversity matters. The variety of 
life on Earth has intrinsic value and  is 
hugely valuable to the economy and 
our wellbeing. The air we breathe, the 
water we drink, and the food 
we eat, all rely on biodiversity. Plants 
clean the air and bees pollinate food 
crops, for instance.

Worldwide, governments and regulators 
are backing  the use of BNG as a tool 
to help to mitigate the impact of 
development on biodiversity.  Over 100 
countries have a policy relating to BNG 
and in some countries it is mandatory.
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Who uses BNG?
At present, BNG is most 
well-known as a lever for  
achieving greater 
biodiversity in developing 
infrastructure projects such 
as roads, railways, airports, 
and power generation 
facilities.  

Although it is not yet 
mandatory in all parts of 
the UK, the Westminster 
government will use the 
forthcoming Environment 
Bill to mandate BNG and 
some developers have 
already adopted BNG 
voluntarily, with great 
success. 

The general consensus is 
that the economic and 
reputational benefits 
outweigh any costs. 

The UK government’s 
newly-launched 25-year 
environment plan is 
focused on achieving 
biodiversity net gain 
through development. 

Hover your cursor over the organisation name to see the commitments which have 
been made in the infrastructure sector: 

Local Authorities are setting policies and strategies requiring BNG from development: 
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BNG for developers
Some developers have been 
taking a BNG approach 
voluntarily.

It is easier and more 
cost-effective to protect 
biodiversity on development 
sites from the outset, than 
to start when an issue 
related to biodiversity is 
identified. 

The more developments 
that benefit from a BNG 
approach, the more 
the developer – and the 
environment – stand to 
gain. If you are a UK land or 
property developer, click 
some of the buttons to see 
what you could gain. 

This is the win-win: for 
business and biodiversity. 
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BNG Win-Win. Be Inspired.
The benefits of BNG – strategically or at project level – all represent ‘win-win’ for the developer  
and biodiversity, Check out our project case study and our strategic case study.

Wins for developer:
• Ability to report transparently on biodiversity 

losses and gains 

• Understanding of habitat compensation 
requirements in the design stages 

• Potential cost savings

• Opportunity to deliver more biodiverse green 
spaces – great for people and wildlife

Win for biodiversity:

• More habitats for wildlife / protected species 

• Like for like habitat compensation – for example, 
not replacing a woodland with a grassland (useless 
for species who lived in the woodland)

See our case study for more information

Strategic / city scale offers the all the same wins as 
the project scale AND the following EXTRA wins!

Additional wins for developer: 

• Understanding of the biodiversity value of 
landholdings

• Time and cost savings resulting from strategic 
approach (economies of scale/ synergies)

• Understanding of how and where to compensate 
for any adverse biodiversity impacts within 
landholdings

Additional  wins for biodiversity: 

• Connectivity of habitats (resulting from having 
an  overview of biodiversity requirements within 
landholdings)

Wins for society: 
• Cleaner air
• Improved health and wellbeing
• Beautiful places to live and work
• More connection to nature

See our case study for more information

Project Scale Strategic / City Scale
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The BNG maths

Factors used to describe the risks associated 
with enhancing or creating a habitat 

Each factor is given a numeric value to allow a biodiversity score to be calculated for the baseline or 
starting point and then calculated for the habitats proposed at the end of the development. These two 
scores can be compared with one another and if the post development score is greater than the baseline 
score the development will be able to deliver a net gain in biodiversity. 

The metrics must be used in combination with qualitative information, such as detail about the animals 
that use a site, and the wider ecological network.  With that in mind, here is how the numbers work:

Biodiversity assessments are based on following the BNG Good Practice Principles. One of these principles 
is to make measurable change in biodiversity. Assessing this change is predominantly based on a metric 
developed by Defra (first published 2012, a new version was published in July 2019). To understand the 
following example calculation, you’ll need to know the following definitions:
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• Distinctiveness:  
A collective measure of biodiversity,  
includes parameters such as number and 
variety of species and their rarity.

• Condition:  
The quality of a habitat. For example, a 
poor quality habitat may be degraded as 
a result of pollution, erosion, or invasive 
species.

• Strategic significance:  
How closely the habitat is aligned to 
local and national strategic priorities for 
biodiversity.

• Connectivity:  
The size and distribution of patches of 
habitat, and how easily typical species can 
move between them. 

Factors used to describe the habitat and its 
biodiversity

• Spatial risk:  
In delivering compensation for habitat 
loss, the further a habitat is recreated is 
from the site of the loss, the greater the 
risk. 

• Delivery risk:  
The level of difficulty involved in creating 
or restoring habitat. 

• Temporal risk:  
To what extent the timing of 
compensation delivery could result in a 
temporary loss of biodiversity. This risk 
includes the time it takes for a habitat to 
reach its target condition.

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5850908674228224


The BNG maths

Pre-development (existing habitat)

Distinctiv
-eness Condition

Strategic
Location

Connectivity

Size (ha)

BIODIVERSITY QUALITY

HABITAT PARCEL

1 Post-development (new habitat)

Distinctiv-
eness Condition

Strategic
Location Connectivity

Difficulty 
to Create

Time until 
Target 

Condition

Distance 
from site

Size (ha)

RISK FACTOR

BIODIVERSITY QUALITY

HABITAT PARCEL
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Post-development
Biodiversity Units

Pre-development
Biodiversity Units

Post-development
Biodiversity Units

Net Loss No Net Loss Net Gain

Pre-development
Biodiversity Units

Outcome3



Getting Started: Our Top Tips

1. Start early:  
Understanding the opportunities on your 
site is a prime route to ‘win-win’ – you save 
time and money because it is easier to 
protect biodiversity from the outset, and 
wildlife benefits because the sooner you 
start, the less of its habitat is lost.

2. Build BNG into existing process:  
By combining BNG principles with an 
Environmental Impact Assessment, for 
example, you can gain more for very little 
extra effort. Taking a BNG view,  
may enhance your ecological assessment – 
again, it’s ‘win-win’.

3. Always apply the mitigation hierarchy:  
Avoiding and minimising impact on 
biodiversity is most often much cheaper 
than compensating for it, and it is the best 
thing for wildlife.

4. Follow the CIRIA, CIEEM and IEMA* good 
practice principles:  
These are the cornerstones of BNG.

5. Appoint professionals:  
Their advice will help you identify the most 
productive and realistic ways to achieve 
BNG, saving you money overall, and their 
expertise will benefit wildlife on site.

6. Deliver multiple objectives:  
Deliver gains in biodiversity along side 
work to meet other objectives, for example 
providing sustainable urban drainage 
(SUDs) that also enhance biodiversity. 

7. Engage your stakeholders:  
Local authorities, local communities and 
government agencies tend to respond 
positively to projects that protect 
biodiversity – speak with them early – it 
may help move your project through the 
planning system.

8. Publicise your BNG work:  
It will enhance your reputation and 
encourage other developers to follow your 
lead.

* CIRIA (Construction Industry Research and Information Association) 
 CIEEM (Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management) 
 IEMA (Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment).

If you are ready to implement a BNG approach, 
these are the things to think about:
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https://cieem.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/C776a-Biodiversity-net-gain.-Good-practice-principles-for-development.-A-practical-guide-web.pdf


To 'win-win' get in touch
All our ‘top tips’ represent a ‘win-win’ for developers and biodiversity – so it makes good business sense 
to get started, especially if you’re in England where BNG will become a mandatory part of the planning 
process! 

If you would like an update on the latest BNG news, or advice on how legislation might affect your 
development plans, please get in touch.  We’ll be glad to help.  We have a team of over 150 professional 
ecologists, including a dedicated team of biodiversity specialists.

Key contacts (click name to email)
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Tom 
Butterworth

Jonny 
Miller

Sarah 
Scott

Lloyd  
Richards

Vikki 
Patton

mailto:tom.butterworth%40wsp.com?subject=
mailto:jonny.miller%40wsp.com?subject=
mailto:sarah.scott%40wsp.com?subject=
mailto:lloyd.richards%40wsp.com?subject=
mailto:vikki.patton%40wsp.com?subject=


Scottish Hydro Electric Transmission plc (SHE Transmission)

We have supported SHE Transmission to 
develop a BNG toolkit to embed biodiversity 
considerations into project planning, 
optioneering and on-site delivery. WSP have also 
supported SHE Transmission in undertaking 
BNG calculations for a number of projects 
including their Spittal Substation which is part 
of the wider Caithness-Moray HVDC transmission 
project. 

SHE Transmission have turned a biodiversity 
net loss, into a net gain by modifying their 
landscape plans to include more species-rich 
plant mixes. This change has resulted in an 
increase in important habitat for one of the UK’s 
rarest bumblebees – the Great yellow (Bombus 
distinguendus) –  and delivers on the Scottish 
Government’s Pollinator Strategy.

Credit: Great Yellow Bumblebee, Mary Harris

Credit: SHE Transmission



For TfL, we created a 
biodiversity baseline of 
the habitats within its  
highway, rail, 
overground and 
underground estates 
and used it to develop 
bespoke toolkits that 
help TfL to calculate 
biodiversity units, report 
on gains and losses, 
and track progress over 
successive years

Transport for London, UK
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