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10th February 2011
Dear Sir or Madam,
Offsetting the impact of development on biodiversity 

The South East England Biodiversity Forum welcomes the opportunity to provide written comments on the potential to use Offsetting to mitigate the impact of development on biodiversity 
The South East England Biodiversity Forum (SEEBF) is a partnership of governmental and non-governmental organisations providing a focus for furthering biodiversity in South East England.  Our response to DEFRA’s consultation on offsetting the impact of development on biodiversity, in line with our remit, concerns only issues relating to the conservation and management of biodiversity resources. Views presented in this response are founded on a general consensus on behalf of SEEBF; however individual organisations may also take their own corporate view. 
Rather than answering the list of questions on the Defra website the SEEBF Executive have put together a list of recommendations for consideration. These are aimed at identifying an appropriate framework for biodiversity offsets. 

Recommendations: 
· The purpose of a system of biodiversity offsets must be to achieve a net gain for biodiversity. This should be fully integrated into and supported by implementation of the current planning reforms being considered by Parliament. This could include the mechanism being added to planning legislation and policy, potentially an amendment to Section 106 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990.
· Offsets must be the last resort within the planning system, acting as compensation for damage to biodiversity only when the damage cannot be avoided nor mitigated. 
· Offsets must contribute to strategic conservation priorities (notably the forthcoming revised England Biodiversity Strategy) within an appropriate spatial framework for biodiversity delivery building on existing ecological networks (such as identified in the Biodiversity Opportunity Areas please see South East England Biodiversity Opportunity Areas and examples of their development and use in Sussex or Oxfordshire (where they are called Conservation Target Areas). 

· We do not believe a voluntary scheme will work. Biodiversity offsetting must be properly regulated. 
· All biodiversity, and not just the NERC Section 14 habitats and species should be considered when agreeing the level of biodiversity offset. This will fill a gap in the present planning system. 
· There should be a clear link between the biodiversity lost or damaged and the offsetting provided.  The rare, threatened and vulnerable should not be substituted by the common and easy to replace. Offsets for BAP habitat should be on a like for like basis (e.g. Reedbed should only be offset by Reedbed). However, in some cases it may be appropriate to offset low  biodiversity value habitat with habitat of higher value (e.g. loss of semi-improved grassland offset with BAP habitat grassland). 
· It is important that local communities do not lose valuable green infrastructure or access to semi natural green space. Provision of green infrastructure and access must be taken into account separately from the potential need to offset the loss of biodiversity.  
· Offsets must not substitute for the need to ensure green infrastructure is incorporated into all development, for a range of reasons related to quality of life and human health, as well as biodiversity conservation. 
· There needs to be a mechanism in place to ensure that the offsets meet the required standards in terms of habitat area, quality and management practices. 
· Biodiversity offsets need the financial and legal security to ensure that the habitat and the management of the habitat are in perpetuity (as recognised in the Thames Basin Heaths SPA).
· The offset payments should be agreed between the developer and any third party offset manager, but clear national standards should be set in terms of the habitat quality and the management put into place on the new site. 

· A clear, transparent and robust tracking and auditing system for impacts and offsets is essential. A register of the offsets must be maintained which is fully and freely accessible to the public through an appropriate agency (e.g. the local planning authority and/or local Biological Records Centre) and using internet technology. This should include data on the area, management regime and biodiversity present as well as data on the supplier of the offset.
· Any offsetting scheme should be applied consistently across Local Authority boundaries to avoid different standards being applied in different locations with consequent lack of certainty in the development sector. 

· If the offset (including quality and quality) is not delivered within a the agreed timeframe, there needs to be  a means in place to enable the failure in delivery to be made good through a appropriate mechanism (such as a bond or specific fund). 
· It is essential that the full cost of the natural resource and its management into perpetuity is reflected in the market value of the offset. In the USA biodiversity offsets have been undervalued resulting in loss of important areas for wildlife. We need to ensure that this does not happen in the UK. 

· Banking is preferable to other options as it delivers habitat compensation in advance of damage. Any option adopted  would need to work in line with the appropriate strategic conservation priorities.
I hope that these comments are useful and informative. If you have any further questions please do not hesitate to get in contact. 
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Yours sincerely,

Steve Gilbert
Chairman  

On behalf of the South East England Biodiversity Forum
Members of the South East England Biodiversity Forum


Association of Local Government Ecologists (ALGE), Berkshire Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust, Brighton and Hove Unitary Authority, BTCV, Defra, East Sussex County Council, Natural England, Environment Agency, Forestry Commission, GOSE, Hampshire County Council, Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust, Isle of Wight Unitary Authority, Kent County Council, Kent Wildlife Trust, National Trust, National Trust Wildlife Trusts, Oxfordshire County Council, RSPB, South East Biodiversity Action Plan Officers’ Group, South East Biological Records Centres, Wildlife Trusts in the South East, Southampton Unitary Authority, Sussex Wildlife Trust, Surrey County Council, Surrey Wildlife Trust, West Berkshire Unitary Authority, West Sussex County Council, Woodland Trust, Wildlife Trusts in the South East, Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group		














