
Developing high integrity nature 
markets: lessons from BNG in 

England

Dr. Natalie Duffus

University of Oxford



Global target: mobilise $200 billion per year for biodiversity from all 
sources, incl. leveraging private finance

UK nature market landscape - operational

Domestic target: raise £500 billion 

of private finance annually by 2027, 

rising to £1 billion annually by 2030



Global target: mobilise $200 billion per year for biodiversity from all sources, 
incl. leveraging private finance

England only: 
Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG), 
Nutrient Neutrality

UK wide: 
Woodland Carbon Code
Peatland Code
Voluntary Biodiversity Credits
Voluntary Carbon Standards

Global target: mobilise $200 billion per year for biodiversity from all 
sources, incl. leveraging private finance

UK nature market landscape - operational



Global target: mobilise $200 billion per year for biodiversity from all sources, 
incl. leveraging private finance

UK nature market landscape - emerging

England only: 
Marine Net Gain
Natural Flood Management
Water Quality (WINEP)

UK wide: 
Saltmarsh Code
Seagrass Market
Soil Carbon

Scotland only: 
Ecosystem Restoration Code



Market Estimated total annual funds (£m)

Woodland Carbon Code (UK) 7.5

Biodiversity Net Gain (England) >7.25

Peatland Code (UK) 4.7

Wilder Carbon (UK) 0.25

Voluntary Biodiversity Credits (UK) Unknown

Nutrient Neutrality (England) Unknown

Scale of UK nature markets

Stuart & zu Ermgassen et al. 2026
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• BNG is the UK’s largest biodiversity market

• Anticipated to scale considerably in next few years

• Receiving global attention as a funding mechanism



Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) in England

What is BNG?

• Ecological compensation policy 
introduced in 2024

• Ambition: leave nature in a 
measurably better state post-
development

• Applies to most developments in 
England

• Will apply to Nationally Significant 
Infrastructure Projects (NSIPs) by 
end of 2026



Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) in England

What is BNG?

• Developments must provide a 10% 
uplift in biodiversity (10% BNG)

• Gains maintained for 30 years

• Legal agreements used to secure 
gains

• Evidenced using a simple proxy 
metric

• Does not replace other existing 
environmental protections



Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) in England

How is BNG achieved?

• Developers must follow the mitigation 
hierarchy

• Avoidance of impacts prioritised

• Residual impacts can be compensated 
via multiple pathways:

• On-site (within the development footprint)

• Off-site (purchasing off-site ‘units’)

• Statutory credits (payment to government)



The off-site BNG market

• Landowners (e.g., farmers) restore and 
create habitats on their land 

• These are secured using a legal agreement

• Different business models emerging (Troiano 
et al. 2026)

• Generated biodiversity ‘units’ are then sold 
to developers

• As of April 2026, there are 236 registered 
off-site projects, covering >7000ha

Troiano et al. 2026 Environmental Policy and 

Governance



What can BNG teach us about the 
development of high integrity nature 
markets?



Five rules for nature markets (zu Ermgassen et al. 2026)



England’s Biodiversity Metric
England’s biodiversity metric is a simple habitat-based ‘proxy’ for biodiversity



England’s Biodiversity Metric
The England metric has been shown to be a poor proxy for species outcomes, 

e.g., species richness and abundance (Duffus et al., 2025; Marshall et al. 2024)



England’s Biodiversity Metric
Metric design highly influential on the overall outcomes, e.g., loss of overall 

greenspace (zu Ermgassen et al. 2021)



England’s Biodiversity Metric
Metric design highly influential on the overall outcomes, e.g., potential 

homogenisation (Duffus et al., 2025)



England’s Biodiversity Metric

When designing/using metrics within nature markets, we should:

• Find the right balance of simplicity and ecological realism

• Ground truth the metric to understand what it actually measures

• Anticipate behaviour and potential incentives

• Monitor and adapt to new information/technology

• Determine the appropriate spatial scale on which to measure 



Monitoring and 
governance

• Outcomes of BNG must endure 
for at least 30 years

• Too early to assess compliance 
with BNG yet

• But evidence of compliance with 
environmental planning 
obligations has historically been 
low (Chapman et al. 2025)



Monitoring and governance

Challenges for monitoring and governance of BNG:

• On-site data is highly fragmented and lacks transparency

• Enforcement for on-site lies with Local Authorities – often with 
limited resources

• Only 39% of authorities had in-house ecological expertise, often thin 
and decentralised (Robertson, 2021)

• High bar for triggering enforcement

• Better data accessibility and enforcement potential for off-site 
BNG



Monitoring and governance

To secure long-term, high integrity outcomes from nature 
markets, it is essential to build:

• Transparency via publicly accessible data and registers

• Strong legal agreements

• Regulator capacity to tackle noncompliance



• 6-8% of available off-site 
projects sold to developers

• Several constraints on 
demand

• Policy uncertainty: new 
exemptions and delays

• Misuse: potential misuse of 
exemptions

• On-site dominance: 
estimated >90% of BNG 
delivery on-site

Understanding demand drivers

Duffus et al. 2025



• Introduction of BNG for NSIPs 
(November 2026) expected to 
greatly scale demand

Potential avenues to further 
scale demand:

• Tackle exemption misuse

• Reduce developer-led mitigation at 
risk of noncompliance

Understanding demand drivers

Rampling et al. 2023 Cons Biol



Understanding demand drivers

Regulation creates a source of demand but:

• Small design choices can have large impacts on demand

• Multiple compliance pathways compete with each other

• Demand is also shaped by behaviour in the market



Conclusion

• BNG is an ambitious ecological compensation scheme, 
supporting an emerging nature market

• However, BNG presents several important lessons for market 
development elsewhere:

• Metrics can shape outcomes: proxies don’t necessarily represent 
biodiversity and can have unintended outcomes

• Creating the enabling conditions for robust monitoring and governance 
is essential 

• Although regulation creates demand: market design and actor 
behaviour are important to consider

Get in touch: natduf@ceh.ac.uk


