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Introduction

In recent years, the mitigation practice of biodiversity offsetting (BDO) p,,
proliferated globally as a means of securing biodiversity compensation from
impacts associated with infrastructure development (for reviews see Quinter,
and Mathur 2011; Benabou 2014). BDO seeks to secure the ‘no net loss’ ang
preferably a ‘net gain’ of biodiversity through the application of valuatiop
technologies. Such technologies (that here, after Callon and Muniesa 2005,
are labelled ‘calculative devices’) measure biodiversity values at sites of de-
velopment impact, to secure compensation through equivalent or additiona]
biodiversity values at sites of conservation investment. BDO is distinguished
from other types of ecological compensation in English planning by taking
a position that gains are measurable via metrics and proxy scores sustained
over specific time periods (DEFRA 2013). The UK pioneered this approach
in England in 2011, and conducted a pilot study between 2012 and 2014 to test
it out with six local planning authorities across the country (DEFRA 2011b).

Preceded by wetland mitigation banking and species banking in the
United States from the 1970s and 1990s respectively (Fox and Nino-Murcia
2005; Carroll et al. 2008; Robertson and Hayden 2008; Pawliczek and Sulli-
van 2011), BDO in England is embedded in a wider discourse concerned with
revealing and ‘securing the value’ of biodiversity and ecosystems (DEFRA
2011a; TEEB 2010; Helm 2014, 2015). Indeed, the UK government initiated
its BDO pilot study as part of this broader effort and specifically in relation
to rethinking conservation policy in terms of its contribution to growing the
‘green economy’ (DEFRA 2011a). In DEFRA’s 2011 Natural Environment
White Paper announcing the BDO pilot, the Secretary of State at the time
captured this sentiment thus:

government and society need to account better for the value of naturé:
particularly the services and resources it provides... Valuing natur
prope:rly holds the key to a green and growing economy, one which 18-
vests in nature - not just for us but for our children’s children.

(Rt. Hon. Caroline Spelman MP, DEFRA 20112,
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Jand cover (Quintero and Mathur 2011, 1122

ssed below, the basis for such calculations

;y DEFRA (2012a), referred to in practice a
sessment Of BIA.

As Habib et al. .(2013, 1313-1314) state, ‘lelxchanging dissimilar biodiver-
sity elements requires assessment via a generalised metric’ and substitution
of biodiversity elements through an appropriately fungible currency, or sys-
rem of credits. A stated aim of BDO is thus the standardisation of state and
private sector biodiversity auditing methodologies so as to improve and sta-
bilise approaches considered ad hoc in practice (Gardner et al. 2013, 1254).
At the same time, as detailed in this chapter, it is noticeable that the metric
as a standardising assessment technique and calculative device in applica-
tion is being adjusted in creative and diverse ways, such that direct compar-
isons of offset quality between contexts become difficult. This observation
also holds for assessment devices in carbon accounting (see Lohmann 2009;
and Lippert 2014, 39). Indicative tensions between ease of compliance for
development interests and robustness of conservation gain in terms of meas-
urable biodiversity yield (Maron et al. 2012) again make empirical studies of
BDO in application relevant. In particular, such studies can enhance under-
standing of how these tensions are worked out in practice, given the metro-
logical and policy tools at hand.

The DEFRA BDO metric is adapted from one developed in State of Vic-
toria offsetting programmes in Australia. This quantifies biodiversity val-
ues for ‘habitat hectares’ (Parkes et al. 2003) and is used for calculating and
making commensurable losses and gains of biodiversity in development and
potential offset sites (DEFRA 2012a; see review in Sullivan 2013). In apply-
ing the metric, development sites are first ‘mapped and divided into habitat
parcels’ (DEFR A 2012a, 7) and then classified according to the habitat des-
ignations of the Joint Nature Conservation Committee, a public body that
advises the UK central and devolved governments on nature conservation.!
The classification of habitats is made according to three attributes charac-
terising the habitat hectare methodology. These attributes are spatial area,
habitat distinctiveness and condition (DEFRA 2012a). DEFRA provides a
gridded matrix for the last two attributes so as to allocate spatial units of
Mapped habitats to one of three banded scores (Table 7.1). The official BDO
Scoping report forming the basis of this technical guidance by Treweek et al.
(2009, 118) recognised that ‘a larger matrix might give a closer fit to reality
but would be less straightforward to apply in practice’. Indeed, the BDO
metric agreed by DEFRA was itself reduced in complexity from the four
habitat condition bands originally proposed (in GHK and eftec 201'1, 16) to
three in the device proposed by DEFRA (Sullivan 2013, 85). By scoring hab-
"ats in this way, the metric quantitatively aligns a score for the qualities of
2 habitat’s ecological distinctiveness with a score for its condition. Through

'S mechanism, a value for a hectare of biodiversity habitat is generated as
% Numerica] surrogate with a score of between 2 and 18.

).. In England, as further dis-
1s the BDO metric developed
s the Biodiversity Impact As-
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alculative framework and a technical means for making i, !
Is

ial and objective decisions based around value. As our case study Shos
however, the new metrics asso_cu}ted with BDO are -belng used in Creatiy,
ways by different actors.negOUatlﬂg competlnglzequlrerlnepts, This Creatiy.
ity may be appropriate 1n respcn_nse t.o real-wor 1 comp. exity. Nonetheless
s also in tension with stated aims in BDO policy design for standardjg,_
tion and comparability. In this case, the nexus of' competing development
conservation and LPA interests meant that biodiversity values calculatecf
through application of the metric were adjusted downwards so as tg facilj.
tate a compensation package that was cheaper for developers. The firm had
been involved in another negotiation in connection with a different site, th,
also involved a reduction of biodiversity offset compensation value, frop,
£300,000 to £90,000 in an even shorter 30-minute meeting (DEVS5.1 0603].
also see case documented in Sullivan 2013). Thus, as predicted in theory
(Walker et al. 2009; Hannis and Sullivan 2012), these case observations seem
consistent with concerns that an emphasis on market values for biodiversity
conservation and compensation will encourage developers, as purchasers
of impact compensation, to push prices downwards to lower their costs. In
doing so, both the quality and quantity of conservation ‘yield” through BDO
may also be reduced. The downward adjustment to biodiversity impact val-
ues illustrates that valuation algorithms in service to decision-making are
only as good as their numerical and category inputs, shown, by this case
study, to be subject to economic and political factors.

Second, the case history provides empirical material illustrating the
working in practice of commensuration processes making different habitats
equivalent to each other through application of BDO metrics (Tables 7.1
and 7.3). Numerical signifiers form proxies for qualitatively different ecolog-
ical assemblages, calculated with the aid of the DEFRA biodiversity metric
as represented by the BIA Excel spreadsheet calculations presented above.
Sometimes these commensuration processes generate counterintuitive out-
comes. In this case it is unclear how exactly a sports pitch can really be said
to be maintaining 6.36 units of biodiversity value at the development site
that is equiv?,lent to 6.36 units of high quality grassland habitat supporting
a range of Biodiversity Action Plan species at the offset site. The proposed
mltlga}tlgn \falue provided through sports pitches, measured as habitats of
low dlst‘mcgveness and poor condition and achieved through acting as the
larg:est habitat ’Eype’ within the development, illustrates the ability of nu-
}EZ?‘E;L‘;I]?‘S;;I:%?;S éo commensurate distinct biota of very different qual-
mean that large ha’b't atr N .des.lgn Princip les of Enghsh o
M S s e v A RETY
In this case, the ‘packa at areas of high biodiversity value (see Figure 7t)
RS i . ging’ of football pitches as ‘habitats’ for on-site M!

gain reduced the financial compensation value in the final offsct

calculations, by decreasin i
ey w 1g foset unit requirem ivalent num-
ber of biodiversity units, quirements by an equiva

a neutral ¢
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. ally, elements of .bOth ponts ‘d;bove suggest that the pressure of cre-
.Fmvalue for money in compensation strategies for conservation may be
El““g.ng BDO in directions that favour the growth of market values and
pu?l?;nges for offset units, but that may work against the robust genera-
exc o conservation value (Hannis and Sullivan 2012; Dauguet 2015).
U%I:jitional observations in our case study confirm this tendency. For ex-
ample; although conser.vation.l\quOs .are‘considered to be convenient offset
providers Of ‘low hanging frult‘.by district councils (LPAS.1 010215), as in
ihe case presented here, councils also recognise that in order to achieve
market liquidity 1n offset units, private landowners will have to play a sig-
sificant role. Indeed, a barrier to the development of BDO in England has
been a shortage of ‘supply side’ offset sites from which to purchase bio-
diversity offset credits, as confirmed in DEFRA’s pilot evaluation report
(Baker et al. 2014). The local authority in the above case has thus engaged
partnerships with organisations that can assist in stimulating and broker-
ing a greater supply of offset credits and receptor sites through private
landowners. High transaction costs from site identification, preparation
and legal fees are fostering economies of scale by bringing offset provi-
sion together with the economically astute farm management strategies of
large commercial landowners (OB5.2 020315; and predicted in Sullivan and
Hannis 2015). This is expected to result in a better supply of offset credits
from newly formed ‘habitat banks’.

Emerging offset brokerage firms hope that a high supply of offset credits
will improve market competition, resulting in cheaper prices for developers
seeking compensation. This combination of commercial outlook, farming
experience and land management makes the corporate broker now part-
nering with the county council confident that with this approach they can
produce a ‘good biodiversity yield per hectare’ across multiple sites (OB5.2
020315). In doing so, BDO is becoming further aligned with commercial
agricultural productivity agendas that emphasise efficiencies and scale of
production through concepts of agricultural ‘yield.

The case presented here is of a BDO to be provided directly by a conserva-
tion NGO to a UK local planning authority. Despite months of preparation
and considerable staff costs, the developer eventually rejected the proposed
offset site in favour of developing an offset arrangement with the farmer
issuing the land for development in the first place (OBS5.1 140116). The cal-
culations and negotiations presented here are nonetheless valuable as a de-
tailed example of how the DEFRA metric is being applied in practice to
commensurate biodiversity assessments between different sites. In tracking,
documenting and analysing the calculations and negotiations in this and
other cases, we observe that although BDO is constituted by technical and
apolitical practices to calculate equivalence and commensurability between

sites of biodiversity damage and conservation investment, the way these are
enacted in practice is subject to a proliferation of methods, techniques and
valuation criteria that are balanced to meet conflicting user requirements.


















