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Introduction 

This Guidance Note provides interim local advice in 

relation to Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) in East 

Cambridgeshire. 

It is primarily targeted at those involved in making and 

determining planning applications, but could also be of 

interest to a wider audience, such as landowners 

interested in increasing biodiversity on their land, 

community groups or parish councils interested in 

understanding more about biodiversity net gain and 

whether there could be opportunities in their area, or just 

interested members of the public wanting to see 

biodiversity thrive in East Cambridgeshire. 

East Cambridgeshire District Council is committed to 

boosting the local natural environment throughout the 

district, and beyond, and this guide is just one of many 

initiatives to help make that happen.  

What is Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG)? 

BNG is a new national initiative linked to the planning 

system. The basic idea is that biodiversity will be in a 

measurably better state after new development has 

happened than before the development has taken place. 

So, if a developer wants to build some new homes on a 

parcel of land, the developer will have to calculate what level of 

biodiversity exists before development takes place, and then 

demonstrate how habitats will be created to increase biodiversity 

after the development has finished. This does not necessarily mean 

the same type of biodiversity or habitats are created as currently 

exists, or created in exactly the same place. It’s about an overall 

increase in habitats and biodiversity, once a proposal has been 

adjusted for what will be lost and what will be gained. Hence the term 

‘net gain’.  

For more details on the principles of BNG, at a national level, then a 

useful simple guide prepared by Natural England in April 2022 can 

be found here: Biodiversity Net Gain Brochure1  

Purpose of this Guide 

This guide is to help developers and decision makers on what is expected by the Council when considering 

BNG proposals, especially in the period prior to mandatory BNG in 2023. This note is not formal planning 

policy. It does not establish new planning policy, nor does it supersede any existing formally made planning 

policy. Instead, as explained in the guide, its purpose is to explain how the Council intends to implement 

existing BNG policy (national and local), and how it intends to prepare for mandatory BNG. 

                                            
1 See - https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/183/2022/04/BNG-Brochure_Final_Compressed-002.pdf 

Ely Country Park (ECDC) 

“Biodiversity net gain offers a new 

route for development of homes, 

businesses and infrastructure to play 

its part in enabling nature to thrive, 

and to deliver nature-based solutions 

to climate change, water and air 

quality and flood risks. It can also help 

level up access to nature and provide 

accessible green space on the doorstep 

of new homes and further afield." 

Marian Spain, Chief Executive, 

Natural England 
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The Approaching to Applying BNG in East Cambridgeshire 

Introduction  

In the interim period before BNG becomes 

mandatory, the Council’s approach is to 

implement existing national and local policy in a 

way which matches best practice. Such best 

practice is very similar to how mandatory BNG 

will operate, so it’s a good opportunity to help 

both developers and decision makers to get 

familiar with what BNG is and how it should be 

applied. 

On-site or Off-site? 

This is a crucial aspect of how BNG is to work. 

Put simply, national and local policy, as well as 

emerging national practice for mandatory BNG, 

all point to the same thing: if at all possible, BNG 

should be delivered ‘on-site’.  

By ‘on-site’, that means within the same 

boundary as the planning application. This is 

known as the ‘red line boundary’, which is a line 

which must be shown on any planning 

application and identifies the total area to which 

the planning permission will apply. The line 

normally includes a much larger area than just 

where a new building will go, and will include land 

such as open space. 

If BNG cannot be delivered ‘on-site’ for valid 

reasons, then a hierarchical approach to 

delivering BNG ‘off-site’ will then need to apply. 

See a later section of this document for details of 

the hierarchy.    

Quantity of BNG net gain 

The Environment Act establishes a minimum of 10% BNG must be achieved, though this applies only when 

that part of the legislation comers into force (likely late 2023). This mandatory 10% minimum will likely apply 

to the vast majority of Town and Country Planning Act applications, with just a few exceptions (see below for 

more information on exemptions). 

In the interim period, therefore, there is no legally set minimum % BNG that must be provided. However, 

reflecting on national and local policy, ECDC intends to seek in in this interim period a minimum of 10% BNG 

to be achieved on all qualifying development sites. Put another way, if 10% BNG is to be provided, this will 

be a means of demonstrating that a proposal meets already established national and local policy. A 10% 

Jubilee Gardens, Ely (Richard Kay)  
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provision would also meet the East Cambridgeshire Natural 

Environment SPD requirement for a ‘significant’ uplift in the 

biodiversity value of habitat created.  

If a minimum of 10% net gain is not proposed (or it is not clear 

what the deliverable and enforceable gain is to be, if any), then a 

decision maker, in applying national and local policy, will likely 

conclude that the planning application is not achieving such local 

and national policy, and weight against the proposal would be 

applied accordingly. This means there will be a good chance the 

development will be refused. 

For the avoidance of doubt, the Council reserves the right to 

propose in a future update of the East Cambridgeshire Local Plan 

policies to instruct a higher percentage BNG target(s) which if 

adopted would, under current law, take precedence over the 

nationally mandated 10% BNG. A Neighbourhood Plan (as 

prepared by a Parish Council or other relevant neighbourhood 

body) may also attempt to seek a higher % BNG, and, if 

successful, that would also take precedent over the nationally 

mandated 10% BNG (but only for proposals within the applicable 

parish area).  

 

Exemptions from requiring BNG 

Whilst national policy or law is not established on this point, it is 

likely that certain limited types of development will be exempt 

from having to undertake mandatory BNG. Further details of what 

will be exempt will be released by Government in the coming 

months.  

For the purpose of this guidance note, and until there is clarity 

nationally of those development schemes that will be exempt 

from mandatory BNG, the Council will therefore not require the 

following planning applications to make provision for BNG. These 

exemptions are influenced by the BNG consultation document 

issued by Defra in January 2022. Of course, even if exempt, the 

Council will still welcome BNG provision if proposed.  

• Small scale developments below a ‘de minimis’ threshold, 

which we have determined in East Cambridgeshire to be a 

red line application boundary below 20m2. 

• Householder applications (such as a house extension). 

• Change of use applications (which involve no new 

floorspace). 

• Applications which are already exclusively for BNG. 

Please note that being exempt from BNG does not mean the 

development is exempt from wider nature related policy 

requirements, such as protected species, trees or habitats. 

All Left: wildlife around Great River Ouse, Ely 
(Richard Garnett) 
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Making Sure a Developer Implements BNG 

Once a planning application is granted planning permission by a local council, that permission will always be 

accompanied by a set of ‘planning conditions’. The planning conditions make it clear exactly what the 

developer must do, when construction takes place. Sometimes, usually larger developments, will also have 

other ‘planning obligations’ attached to the planning permission. These are legal agreements (such as ‘S106 

Agreements’) that the developer commits to doing, and are particularly useful, for example, for delivering 

infrastructure away from the actual development site.  

Planning conditions and other obligations will be an essential part of delivering BNG, both at the mandatory 

stage and in the interim period before then. 

The Environment Act5 is making it mandatory for all planning proposals which are required to undertake BNG 

(which, we understand, will be the vast majority of proposals), to have a condition attached to any planning 

permission as follows: 

“the development may not be begun unless— 

(a) a biodiversity gain plan has been submitted to the planning authority, and 

(b) the planning authority has approved the plan” 

The above requirement is not yet mandatory (again, this is expected in late 2023), but best practice in the 

interim period is to implement a similar arrangement. 

In East Cambridgeshire, therefore, in the interim period prior to mandatory BNG, an application should include 

either:  

(a) all necessary information in order to determine whether a net gain will be achieved, and if so the Council 

will include a suitably worded condition (and/or where necessary require some other planning obligation or 

legal agreement) to secure the delivery of the proposed gain; or 

(b) sufficient information to give confidence to the decision maker that a net gain will be possible, but the 

details are reserved to a later date. If so, the above wording contained in the Act will be used as a condition 

attached to the planning permission.  

                                            
5 See Schedule 14 of the Environment Act 

Below: Cherry Hill Park, Ely (Richard Kay) 









11 

BNG and the Link with Local Nature Recovery Strategies 

(LNRS) and the East Cambridgeshire Nature Recovery 

Network (NRN) 

Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS) 

As well as BNG and many other matters, the Environment Act introduces a statutory requirement for Local 

Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS) to be produced by a responsible authority appointed by the Government. 

Covering the East Cambridgeshire area, the responsible authority is likely to be the Cambridgeshire-

Peterborough Combined Authority. This means the Combined Authority will have the responsibility to prepare 

an LNRS which covers the geographical area of Cambridgeshire and Peterborough. The Combined Authority 

will likely be assisted by a partnership of Natural Cambridgeshire (the Local Nature Partnership) and all Local 

Authorities that make up the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough area. Other interested parties will likely be 

asked to support its preparation. 

These strategies will be developed to map important strategic habitat areas where there is an opportunity to 

improve the local environment, and in turn this will assist the delivery of BNG and other policies. Such areas 

are likely to be of a large and strategic scale, rather than smaller community-based habitat areas.  

Such an LNRS for Cambridgeshire-Peterborough is scheduled to be finalised at a similar time to the 

mandatory 10% BNG coming into force, in late 2023.  

 

Rabbit, Cheveley (Stephanie Jones) 
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Delivering BNG: A Hierarchical Approach 

Introduction 

Please note that whilst the approach set out in the next section is likely to be very similar to a mandatory 

BNG approach to on or off-site BNG, there may be some differences. Thus, the approach below only applies 

in the interim period in advance of a national mandatory approach. 

The hierarchical approach 

The location of BNG should be on a hierarchal basis, with on-site BNG taking priority followed by adjacent 

off-site, then district off-site and finally regional credits. A combination of levels of the hierarchy may be used, 

however the highest priority locations should be used first to capacity. Where a partial amount of BNG can 

be delivered at one stage of the hierarchy, then this opportunity should be taken, and only the remaining 

amount of BNG to be delivered should be considered for the next stage of the hierarchy, and so on. 

Level 1: BNG on-site (within red line of development area) 

Under this level, BNG is provided within the red line boundary of the development proposal. Currently this is 

the simplest option to secure and deliver. The developer will be responsible for matters such as funding 

baseline assessments, drafting management plans and undertaking any approved scheme monitoring. 

BNG best practice is to deliver on-site 

(within the red line boundary) and this 

approach is rewarded through the Defra 

BNG metric 3.1.  

On-site BNG will likely form part of a 

multifunctional space and may not be the 

primary function. For example, it could be 

associated with recreational space or 

Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems. 

Indeed, a key national policy aim of BNG is 

to improve people's access to nature. 

However, where public access and/or 

multifunctionality is proposed, this needs to 

be balanced against the risk of 

overwhelming the biodiversity intentions.  

Level 2: BNG off-site within a priority East Cambridgeshire landscape area  

On some sites, it is recognised that practical and sustainable ecological enhancement may not be viable on-

site. If so, this is where other levels of the hierarchy should be considered.  

Under Level 2, BNG is provided within one of the priority landscapes identified in the East Cambridgeshire 

Interim Nature Recovery Network publication (August 2022), as referenced on pages 12-13. Such priority 

landscapes are spread across East Cambridgeshire, and ideally the Priority Landscape nearest the 

development site should be considered first, under this Level 2. Early engagement and agreement with third 

party landowners is likely, and the developer would be responsible for funding baseline assessments of the 

land and drafting management plans. Legal and financial agreements would be required to secure delivery 

and monitoring.  

Common Frog and Privet Hawk Moth Caterpillar, private garden (Russell 
Place)  
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Linking landowners with developers 

Introduction 

The Council is aware of a rapidly growing interest and desire to make BNG a success. This includes 

developers wanting to deliver BNG as part of their proposals, and landowners interested in using their land 

as a ‘home’ for BNG works. 

BNG Landowner Register 

To help link developers with prospective landowners wishing to offer land for off-site BNG, the Council is in 

the process of establishing a list of such landowners, together with summary details of their potentially 

available land within East Cambridgeshire, the potential new habitats to be created and their potential 

compliance with this guidance note. However, other than a very basic check, such landowners and their land 

has not been subject to any due diligence by the Council, and the Council takes no responsibility for the 

accuracy or suitability of the land that may be being proposed for off-site net gain. All such due diligence is 

the responsibility of the developer. 

The BNG Landowner Register, which will hopefully grow over time as more landowners come forward, is 

intended to be made available as soon as possible on our website.  

 

 

 

 

  

Middle Fen, Stuntney (Richard Kay) 

 






