
Forum

Correct framing of biodiversity offsets and
conservation: a response to Apostolopoulou &
Adams

AM R E I V O N H A S E and K E R R Y T E N K A T E

We read with great interest the opinions of
Apostolopoulou & Adams () on biodiversity off-

setting. We agree with the authors that offsetting has more
profound implications than a technical approach to the sub-
ject would suggest. Our experience with developments on
the mitigation of impacts on biodiversity in government
policy, financial lenders’ safeguards and corporate practice
is that the political, economic, social and financial implica-
tions weigh just as heavily in decision-makers’minds as the
technical ones that Apostolopoulou & Adams raise (IFC,
; BBOP, b; ten Kate & Crowe, ; IUCN, ;
Maron et al., b). The governments, companies and
communities working with scientists on the mitigation hier-
archy regard biodiversity offsets as one of many tools avail-
able not only for conservation but also for risk management,
social and economic engagement and benefit-sharing, land-
use and landscape-level planning, and sustainable develop-
ment (IFC, ; CSBI, ).

Correctly framed, biodiversity offsetting is just the last step
in a continuum of measures in the mitigation hierarchy
(BBOP, ; IUCN, ). Although biodiversity offsets
may be regarded as a conservation tool (in that they are de-
fined as additional and measurable conservation outcomes;
BBOP, b), their specific purpose is to address residual im-
pacts on biodiversity caused by development after alternatives
have been considered and rigorous avoidance, minimization
and restoration measures undertaken. Consequently, bio-
diversity offsets can at best only ever remediate losses, and
are therefore widely regarded as just one of many approaches
to conservation that are needed (IUCN, ). Themore trad-
itional approaches of establishing protected areas and conser-
vation activities outside formal protected areas remain the
dominant formsof conservation.The full suiteof conservation
activities continue in the context of national planning, sup-
porting international and national conservation strategies in
situations unrelated to making good residual losses of bio-
diversity caused by specific footprints. This broader approach
to conservation (and thus the modest role of biodiversity off-
sets within it) appears to us to be widely accepted (European

Commission, ; IUCN, ) and we strongly support the
transparent accounting of these various conservation mea-
sures and their outcomes (e.g. Maron et al., a). We there-
fore do not recognize fromour own experience the suggestion
of Apostolopoulou & Adams that conservation as a whole is
‘reframed’ by biodiversity offsets. This is especially the case if
biodiversity offsets are regarded in their proper context.

Apostolopoulou & Adams argue that offsetting is pre-
sented as a technical issue, thus depoliticizing biodiversity
loss as a result of development, and that this ‘forecloses’
the opportunity to challenge environmental destruction,
leaving continued biodiversity loss as the only alternative
(although alternative to what is not quite clear). We would
agree that if offsets were regarded as merely technical in
nature, this would be dangerous. It is therefore encouraging
that, to the contrary, there appears to be significant
policy and political discussion on the topic (European
Commission, ; Defra, ).

Previously, biodiversity offsets have too often been di-
vorced from their proper context in the mitigation hierarchy
and portrayed as an option for all circumstances (e.g. BBC
News, ), whereas there are plenty of situations in which
offsetting residual impacts is impossible or unfeasible (BBOP,
a; Pilgrim et al., ). Biodiversity offsets have also often
been described too generally, without clarity on baselines and
reference scenarios, exchange rules and metrics. Individual
biodiversity offsets and national systems including them
have rarely been conceived to high standards (or have taken
many years to approach such standards), and have been inad-
equately monitored, evaluated and enforced (ten Kate &
Crowe, ). Time, capacity and political will are needed
to design and implement effective systems for mitigation of
impacts on biodiversity, and these have been lacking in
most settings where biodiversity offsetting has been tried to
date. The results so far have, more often than not, been dis-
appointing (e.g. NRC, ). The jury is out as to whether
governments and companies can apply the necessary high
standards (e.g. BBOP, b) to realize the potential environ-
mental, social and economic benefits that are increasingly re-
cognized by the international community. We agree with
Apostolopoulou&Adams that this is farmore an issue of pol-
itical will than it is one of handling technical challenges.
However, we donot agreewith their depiction of the problem.

Apostolopoulou & Adams believe that offsetting re-
frames nature in terms of isolated biodiversity units that
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can be simply defined, measured and exchanged across time
and space to achieve equivalence between ecological losses
and gains, and that it reframes biodiversity as lacking loca-
tional specificity, ignoring broader dimensions of place and
deepening a nature–culture and nature–society divide.
Firstly, rather than framing biodiversity in terms of isolated
units, best practice approaches to the mitigation of impacts
on biodiversity seek to review the overall condition of ecosys-
tems, including key ecological functions and processes, and to
select metrics that offer practical but good biodiversity surro-
gates and proxies. This is done with a view to achieving
equivalence between ecological losses and gains. This also re-
quires assessment relative to plausible and defensible refer-
ence scenarios or counterfactuals (e.g. Bull et al., ;
Gordon et al., ) and realism in terms of the feasibility
of restoration and/or activities to avert loss of biodiversity
(Brownlie & Botha, ; Maron et al., ). Such ap-
proaches are not ‘simply defined, measured and exchanged’,
but practical approaches are essential to limit complexity and
ensure a workable outcome. Given its complexity, finding ac-
ceptable and appropriate ways to represent biodiversity is an
acknowledged and well-known challenge in conservation
practice more generally, as it is in mitigation measures, in-
cluding biodiversity offsetting. Similarly, predicting and
measuring conservation benefit relative to reference scen-
arios, which usually need to rely on a number of assumptions
about future states of nature, are also acknowledged as very
important for conservation outcomes more broadly
(McDonald-Madden et al., ; Maron et al., ).

Secondly, we do not agree that best practice offsetting
strips biodiversity of locational specificity. Instead, it is a
core part of the assessment of alternatives and application
of the mitigation hierarchy, informing the lengths that
must be gone to in specific circumstances to avoid and min-
imize impacts and to restore affected areas. Crucially, loca-
tional specificity also informs the feasibility, nature, scale
and location of offsetting activities for any residual losses,
which in turn helps define avoidance zones (e.g. Maron
et al., b). The issue of place is thus inherent to both pol-
icy and practical aspects of planning projects and their miti-
gation measures, including biodiversity offsets (BBOP,
b; IUCN, ), and the possibility of exchanges
based on global units, as mentioned by Apostolopoulou &
Adams, is in fact rarely raised and would be highly unlikely
to meet high standards such as those of the Business and
Biodiversity Offsets Programme.

In summary, there is a challenge inherent in finding ro-
bust approaches to quantify losses and gains of biodiversity,
because this includes intrinsic, socioeconomic and cultural
aspects of biodiversity, and measurements need to be pos-
sible within reasonable costs and planning periods. This in-
evitably involves simplification. However, contemporary
best practice involves better exchange rules and metrics
than were used in the early years of biodiversity offsets.

Importantly, the approach means that residual impacts,
which previously were not measured at all and were com-
pletely uncompensated, are now addressed. Rather than
deepening a nature–culture and nature–society divide,
high quality approaches to the mitigation hierarchy, includ-
ing biodiversity offsets, in fact bridge gaps that were previ-
ously ignored, even if they do so imperfectly.

Apostolopoulou & Adams also state that biodiversity off-
setting reframes conservation as an exchange of credits, im-
plying that the value of non-human nature can be set by
price, and that it ties conservation to land development
and economic growth, foreshadowing and bypassing an op-
positional position. In fact, this point misunderstands the
approach of biodiversity offsets in two senses. Firstly, con-
servation as a whole is not being reframed as an exchange of
credits. Even in countries with systems of biodiversity off-
sets, and even in countries where such offset systems offer
the creation of credits as one way to generate offsets, action
that does not involve credits will probably remain the dom-
inant approach to conservation. This is because conserva-
tion is not always a response to negative development
impacts but a positive societal choice (inside and outside
protected areas, on public and private land, in freshwater
and marine systems, by government, companies, communi-
ties and NGOs). As stated earlier, biodiversity offsets are just
a subset of conservation activities. They only come into play
for a specific purpose, which is to respond to the residual
losses caused by economic activities with an impact on bio-
diversity, so that those economic activities do not go un-
compensated. It is more accurate to say that conservation
credits may be used as one mechanism to deliver biodiver-
sity offsets, which are themselves just one contribution to
overall investment in conservation activities.

Secondly, biodiversity offsets, even those implemented
through a system of conservation credits, do not imply
that the value of non-human nature can be set by price.
Biodiversity offsets based on robust metrics are not deter-
mined by a notional assessment of the economic value of
nature. Rather, they quantify residual losses and additional
gains based on measurement of biodiversity and associated
costs for remediation. The activities, location, scale and dur-
ation of biodiversity offsets are planned at the very least to
maintain ecosystems in the same condition as they were in
before the impacts to be offset took place. They are deter-
mined by measuring changes in the extent and condition
of biodiversity, and by working out the associated costs
(land, labour, materials, monitoring, etc.) to arrive at the
budget needed to deliver no net loss of biodiversity over
the long term. This is biodiversity-based and cost-based, ra-
ther than placing a value on nature. It is important to note
that without taking this approach the price set on biodiver-
sity is zero, as the losses are not quantified and not ad-
dressed. The only logical alternative of no impacts may be
desirable but is unrealistic in a world of . billion people
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who consume food, water and medicines, use construction
materials and power, and travel.

In conclusion, we argue that the reframing needed in pub-
lic discourse and journal articles is as follows: there needs to
be consideration of biodiversity offsets within the context of
the full and rigorously appliedmitigation hierarchy, as one of
the cornerstones of best practice, and biodiversity offsets
need to be viewed realistically and portrayed transparently
as part of a more diverse set of strategies for conservation.
The risks and opportunities of using biodiversity offsets
need to be presented against clear, plausible counterfactual
propositions: how can the Aichi targets, Sustainable
Development Goals and goals of No Net Loss, Net Gain or
Net Positive Impact on biodiversity be achieved without the
proper use of biodiversity offsets?What would happen if bio-
diversity offsets were roundly dismissed as unpalatable and
ineffective and any residual impacts were left to accumulate,
as they so often are under business as usual or any reasonably
foreseeable improvement in practice? We welcome further
constructive debate on this subject and hope to see more
journal articles that address this issue, as well as public dis-
course that tackles this complex issue with appropriate depth
and builds political will to apply high standards.

Biographical sketches

This article is based on the authors’ research and advisory
work for Forest Trends and draws on two principal sources:
research on the mitigation hierarchy, policy advice to gov-
ernments and technical advice to companies, and experi-
ence from serving as the Secretariat of the Business and
Biodiversity Offsets Programme.
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