
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

RSPB Scotland believes that to deliver meaningful and sustainable benefits for 
nature, each Biodiversity Enhancement must be: 
 

• A contribution to bigger, better and more joined up ecological 

networks and focused on priority habitats and species 

• Designed using a site specific and evidence-based approach   

• Secured appropriately 

• Additional 

• Beneficial to the community 
 

This qualitative approach should be favoured over existing metrics, which 

are poorly designed to determine the most appropriate enhancement. 

The development of a new Scottish metric must consider species 

requirements and incentivise the priority and successional habitats that 

we know to be most ecologically valuable.   

 

We believe that ensuring Biodiversity Enhancement can support priority nature 

restoration at scale will also require: 

• Adequate resources to ensure that planning authorities can access 

ecological expertise and advice 

• Greater clarity on the type and scale of enhancement required to meet the 
NPF4 policy tests. 

• Effective ecological spatial planning at a national and local scale 

• A National Biodiversity Enhancement Fund to target enhancements 
towards the priorities set out in the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy. 

 

Best Practice Biodiversity Enhancement 



 

The Opportunity 

RSPB Scotland believes that the planning system has an important 
role to play in addressing the nature and climate crises and 
supporting nature restoration at scale. The introduction of the 
requirement for development to deliver biodiversity 
enhancement, through NPF4 Policy 3, is potentially game-
changing in ensuring that development contributes to leaving 
nature in a better place, rather than contributing to its decline. 
While the policy is welcome, careful consideration needs to be 
given to implementation, to ensure nature really benefits.  

Our engagement with a variety of different stakeholders indicates that many are still 
looking for clarity and certainty on the type and scale of enhancement required to 
meet the NPF4 policy tests. The challenge will be to do this in a fair and consistent 
way that offers sufficient certainty to developers and the public and can be managed 
in a practical and resource efficient way by planning authorities.  

Biodiversity Enhancement represents a significant opportunity to reverse 
development’s contribution to biodiversity fragmentation and decline – both for 
individual developments but also cumulatively across Scotland. This potentially 
significant amount of private investment in nature restoration is not dependent on 
financial returns, or securing corporate publicity, but is required by the planning 
system to ensure that nature is left in a better state than before development took 
place. With a robust system of enhancement design, targeting and enforcement, 
Biodiversity Enhancement could significantly bolster Scotland’s ability to tackle the 
nature crisis by meeting its priority nature conservation objectives and catalysing 
nature resilience and restoration at scale.  

To help ensure these opportunities are maximised, RSPB Scotland is providing the 
following recommendations on Best Practice design and delivery for Biodiversity 
Enhancement.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-planning-framework-4/pages/3/


Best Practice in Planning Applications 
To give confidence that a Biodiversity Enhancement proposal robustly delivers 

meaningful and sustainable benefits to nature, the enhancement should be: 

A contribution to bigger, better and more joined up ecological 

networks and focused on priority habitats and species 

• Enhancements should reflect the development site’s local, regional and national 
ecological context, and address existing strategic goals and priorities.   

o Local priorities are often already set out in LBAPs, LNCSs, LDPs  

o The Scottish Biodiversity Strategy should be used to understand which of 
Scotland’s priorities for biodiversity action might be of particular 
importance   

o Enhancements should contribute to delivery of Nature Networks, which we 
believe must be spatially expressed locally and regionally to provide this 
steer  

• BE may involve creating or enhancing a different habitat to one that has been 
lost. Opportunities should be taken to focus enhancement on higher priority 
habitats and species.  

• Offsite enhancement will often present the best way to maximise biodiversity 
value and these opportunities should be taken where this delivers more for 
nature.  

• Because of the complexity and timescales involved in forming the biodiversity 
value of irreplaceable habitats (such as blanket bog or ancient woodland), 
applications where loss of these irreplaceable habitats cannot be avoided should 
include the provision of significantly increased levels of compensation, to go 
beyond no net loss. Only then can enhancement be considered.  

 

https://www.nature.scot/scotlands-biodiversity/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-and-cop15/local-biodiversity-partnerships
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/protected-areas-and-species/protected-areas/local-designations/local-nature-conservation-sites
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-development-planning-guidance/
https://www.nature.scot/scotlands-biodiversity/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-and-cop15/scotlands-biodiversity-strategy-2022-2045
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/protected-areas-and-species/30-30-and-nature-networks/nature-networks-explained


Designed using a site specific and evidence-based approach   

• The best method to ascertain the most appropriate type and location of 
enhancement is to use a qualitative approach, administered by ecological experts 
with an understanding of the ecology of the site.   

• Using an EIA-like or ecological assessment process to assess the scale and value 
of biodiversity lost, the ecological context and the relevant opportunities for 
enhancement means enhancement measures can be designed to maximise 
ecological value.  These should be presented in the EIA, making a clear 
distinction between these measures and any required biodiversity mitigation or 
compensation.  

• Enhancements must be measurable, with the required amount of enhancement 
being proportionate to the scale, impact and duration of the development.  

• We do not believe existing metrics (including DEFRA’s BNG metric for England), 
are the best approach for determining the most appropriate focus and location of 
enhancement. They aren’t designed to protect and invest in Scotland’s nature 
restoration priorities, producing an overly reductive and simplified view of the 
wider ecological context, which often isn’t a sound proxy for the actual impact 
on nature.  

• Whilst we advocate for an ecological assessment-based approach and a Scottish 
BE system is still being developed, we recognise that the BNG metric is likely to 
be used by developers to evidence enhancement. Further details of our concerns 
about metric-based approaches can be found below.   

Secured appropriately 

• Enhancements should be secured with a planning obligation under section 75 of 
the Planning (Scotland) Act (or another appropriate legal document) that refers 
to a Biodiversity Enhancement Plan (or a Habitat Management and 
Enhancement Plan).  This must detail:   

o The specific enhancement actions to be undertaken, with clear expected 
timeframes and responsibilities.  

o Ongoing monitoring and adaptive management expectations, to identify 
required changes due to unforeseen circumstances or new information.   

o Evaluation and reporting requirements, which should be as transparent and 
publicly accessible as possible, so learning can be shared with all stakeholders.  

• Adequate timescales for delivering and maintaining the enhancement will 
depend on the nature of the development and the proposed enhancement but 
must be defined and secured as part of the agreement.   

 



Additional 

• There must be a clear and demonstrated distinction between the required 
enhancement and other works carried out to deliver mitigation or compensation 
for impacts of the development, or to comply with agri-environment or forestry 
grant obligations.  

• Biodiversity Enhancement must be additional to any measures which would have 
been likely to happen in the absence of the development, including any routine 
or ongoing management for designated sites and any measures that are already 
planned with funding in place.  

• Until a robust, systematic approach to biodiversity enhancement has been 
adopted, generating different types of ecosystem services (e.g. biodiversity 
enhancement and carbon credits) from the same area of land is not appropriate.  

 

Beneficial to the community 

• Appropriate community benefits will be context and location specific, so must be 
ascertained through early and sustained engagement between the developer, the 
enhancement provider and local communities.   

• Engagement should, where possible, meet the Scottish Land Commission’s Good 
Practice Protocols for community engagement published by the Scottish Land 
Commission, in line with the Scottish Land Rights and Responsibilities 
Statement.  

• The existing planning system already sets out principles and processes for 
meaningful community engagement, which should be expanded to inform not 
only the development but also the proposed biodiversity enhancement 
measures. For example, the pre-application consultation (PAC) process should 
proactively engage communities in enhancement design, guided by the National 
Standards for Community Engagement.  

• The planning system also provides communities and individuals with 
opportunities to proactively set out their view of what good biodiversity 
enhancement might look like in their area. This includes through Local Place 
Plans, Local Development Plans, and the development of Nature Networks. 
Biodiversity enhancement proposals should all actively engage with and draw 
from these existing plans.  

 

https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/our-work/good-practice/community-engagement
https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/our-work/good-practice/community-engagement


Contributing to Nature Restoration at Scale 

There are also several system level conditions required for effective delivery of 

Biodiversity Enhancement and to ensure that in aggregate, Policy 3 supports 
Scotland’s nature restoration. These include: 

 

• Adequate additional resource must be provided to ensure that planning authorities 
are able to access ecological expertise and advice to enable them to assess applications 
and enforce conditions relating to this novel and complex new policy area.  
 

• Scottish Government guidance on implementation must provide significantly more 
clarity on the type and scale of enhancement required to meet the NPF4 policy 
tests. Our engagement with a variety of stakeholders indicates that the current lack of 
this is undermining robust implementation.  

 

• Effective ecological spatial planning at a national and local scale, including spatially 
expressed nature networks, is required to focus and direct interventions.  These must 
be developed with stakeholder input, reflect local priorities and help prioritise actions.   

 

• A National Biodiversity Enhancement Fund should be established to target BE 
money towards the priorities set out in the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy and achieve 
restoration at scale. This would catalyse nature resilience and restoration actions with 
a landscape and catchment impact and ensure Biodiversity Enhancement addresses 
existing strategic goals and local, regional and national priorities.    

 

Metrics Don’t Work for Nature 

Based on considerable experience as a consultee and land manager, RSPB Scotland 
does not believe that existing metric-based approaches to net gain represent the 

best approach for determining the most appropriate focus and location of 
enhancement. This is because they:  

• Disincentivise the creation of rarer, high distinctiveness habitats, whilst other more 
widespread habitats are disproportionally favoured   

• Do not consider the needs of priority species and are not appropriate for assessing the 
loss of irreplaceable habitat, such as peatland and ancient woodland   

• Focus on a simplistic and narrow conception of habitat condition that gives an overly 
reductive view of the wider ecological context, missing local priorities, knowledge and 
opportunities  

• Do nothing to restore the ecological functionality that taking a qualitative, landscape-
scale approach would achieve and are therefore unlikely to help restoration of large-
scale and dynamic functioning ecosystems, that deliver multiple benefits.  

We therefore believe that a Comply or Explain approach should be adopted by 
Scottish Government and Local Planning Authorities, allowing individual projects to 

set out why their proposed Biodiversity Enhancement best meets the policy aims of 
NPF4 policy 3 without the use of a metric.  



Considerations for a Scottish Metric 
The Scottish Government have commissioned NatureScot to develop a Scottish 
Biodiversity Enhancement metric, based on England’s BNG metric. Throughout this 
process, RSPB Scotland believes that the following issues must be addressed:  

Focusing on ecological priorities 

• The BNG metric has been designed and populated without a view on the type and 
scale of nature restoration that government policy is aiming to deliver.  

• Existing approaches do not consider priority species or the importance of varied, 
functionally linked mosaic habitats that we know to be most ecologically valuable.   

• Because of the zero-value given to interim habitats that exist before the priority 
habitats are established, the metric dis-incentivises investment in slow-maturing or 
complex habitat (particularly early-stage woodland and wetland) even when this 
has valuable successional stages. The value of successional habitat should be 
reflected in the metric, whilst time and uncertainty risks should be addressed 
through the wider framework.   

• Condition assessments should require mosaic habitats and a broad range of species 
to achieve good condition.  

• England’s BNG metric is particularly vulnerable to perverse outcomes because it 
multiplies together a series of subjectively weighted scores. Better methods are 
available based on average changes in nature values and should be used.  

Tailoring the enhancement to local conditions 

• There should be the ability to amend scores based on local input and context – 
reflecting the ability of well-chosen sites and expert providers to outperform the 
national average figures provided by the metric. The existing permitted deviations 
mechanism should be significantly expanded.   

• Average risk parameters are not appropriate for Scotland. Parameters which are 
based on national-average figures will often work against well-chosen and well-
designed habitat creation.  

Ensuring the metric fits into a wider framework 

• A metric in isolation will not be sufficient and will only be effective if it sits 
alongside a wider framework of guidelines, trading rules and condition assessments. 
This should include a consideration of indirect, in combination and cumulative 
impacts. Such a framework must be produced for Scotland.  

• Use of the metric will not stop once planning permission has been granted. 
Ongoing monitoring and adaptive management will play a huge role in determining 
whether individual enhancements and policy 3 more generally leaves nature in a 
demonstrably better state. We believe that this aspect of the metrics use is a key 
issue and should be properly considered during the development process. 
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For further information, or to send any 

comments or feedback on this best 
practice approach, please contact: 
 

Jonny Wyatt 

Biodiversity Enhancement Programme Manager 

jonny.wyatt@rspb.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report was developed as part of an Investment Ready 

Nature in Scotland (IRNS) project. IRNS is a joint initiative 

between NatureScot, the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and 

the National Lottery Heritage Fund. 
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Stay connected 
Keep up to date with the latest thinking, news, events, and 
information from the RSPB in your local community. 

 

@Natures_Voice @TheRSPB @RSPB 
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