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One of the side effects of the recent political 
mayhem surrounding the UK’s proposed exit from 
the European Union is the lack of time available to 

address the many other important issues of the day. The 
one topic that seems to have been able to cut through the 
fog and make some headway is the environment, signified 
by the fact that almost two thirds of our local government 
authorities have now declared a climate emergency.   

This suggests that these bodies have a clear 
understanding of the problem and how they plan to act 
upon it. However, in the majority of instances, this appears 
not to be the case. In fact, it seems that although many are 
aware that things are not as they should be, and that we 
need to do something about it, they are stumped by the 
question of where to start. 

One powerful emerging theme is the importance of our 
woodlands, including the need to manage existing 
woodlands better and to plant more. The recent launch of 
the Woodland Carbon Guarantee is seen by many as a 
game-changing opportunity for woodland to become a 
critical part of business thinking around rural land use. 

Why is natural capital important? 
Despite the fact that natural capital is now common 
currency in the language surrounding emerging 
environmental policy and strategy, there is still a huge 
amount of confusion around what it really is – and what 
relevance it has for people’s lives and businesses.  

The short answer is: the degradation of natural capital is 
an important issue for everyone, both personally and 
professionally. It also impacts so many areas of industry – 
not just the land management, forestry and agriculture 
sectors.  

So, what is natural capital? Quite simply, it’s our ‘stock’ 
of waters, land, air, flora, fauna, minerals and oceans; the 
assets provided by nature that have the capacity to 
generate goods and services. Ultimately, it is the source of 
all other types of capital, whether manufactured, financial, 
human or social.  

The benefits that natural capital yields are known as 
ecosystem services. It is often the case that the perception 
of natural capital and ecosystem services ignores or 
devalues current uses of land that have been the historic 

Natural Capital and the 
Opportunities for Woodland 
John Lockhart explains what is meant by natural capital and the 
opportunities it offers in woodland management.

Multi-functional landscape rich with ecosystem services opportunities.(Photo: Ian Dudley)
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focus of management. However, as can be seen from 
Figure 1 below, provisioning services (in particular the 
production of timber, food and water), are a critical part of 
the natural capital picture.  

But, these do have to go hand in hand with the other 
beneficial services that for so long have been taken for 
granted; in particular regulation of flooding and climate, air 
quality, pollination of crops and cultural services such as 
access to open spaces and recreation that we now know 
are so critical to health and wellbeing. 

 
Government response and policy 
In its 2011 White Paper, The Natural Choice, and repeated 
in successive manifestos, the government has affirmed its 
commitment to the preservation of natural capital by stating 
that it wishes to be “the first generation to leave the natural 
environment of England in a better state than it inherited…” 

To help achieve this aim, the government formed the 
Natural Capital Committee (https://www.gov.uk/government/ 
groups/natural-capital-committee). Since its inception in 
2011, the Committee has reported annually on the state of 
the UK’s natural capital. The underlying and salutary 
messages are that it is in long-term decline, and that this 
decline is threatening economic prosperity and 
opportunities for growth.   

One of the organisation’s key recommendations was the 
development of a clear long-term Environment Plan, but it 

was not until 2018 that this plan finally arrived in the form of 
Our Green Future: A 25 Year Plan to Improve the 
Environment (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ 
25-year-environment-plan). 

This was then closely followed by the consultation paper 
Health and Harmony: the future for food, farming and the 
environment in a Green Brexit, which started to set out the 
government’s thinking on the future of agricultural subsidies 
and land management support. The key theme of this 
document is the proposed move away from support for 
agricultural production to a system of, as yet undefined, 
Public Payment for Public Goods. This thinking has now 
been enshrined in the draft Agriculture Bill, with the key aim 
of phasing out direct payments under the Common 
Agriculture Policy and moving towards a position where 
farmers and foresters will be empowered as custodians of 
the countryside, in conjunction with their role to sustainably 
produce high quality food, timber and a healthy 
environment. 

 
The impact of natural capital on policy  
We have also recently seen the publication of the draft 
Environment Bill, which looks to introduce legislation that 
will take forward the aspirations set out in the 25-year plan. 
As well as looking at governance and waste management, 
it also encompasses policies to improve air and water 
quality, natural resources and open spaces.   

Figure 1. Key types of ecosystem services. (Based on the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005)
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From the woodland and forestry perspective, the Bill 
reiterates the enhanced protection for ancient woodland 
and ancient and veteran trees, in addition to a commitment 
to new tree planting in the Northern forest, urban spaces 
and the wider countryside. 

The Bill also introduces the requirement for all new 
development to deliver a biodiversity net gain of 10% 
against the baseline position, with the expectation that this 
will see innovation of new markets for the delivery and 
management of environmental assets. 

Most recently, we have seen the launch of the £50 
million Woodland Carbon Guarantee, which seeks to 
catalyse a domestic carbon market by providing attractive 
and guaranteed revenue streams for new woodland 
creation projects. 

Natural capital has been the guiding principle for all of 
the above policies; and so having a sound understanding 
of these principles will be essential to understanding how 
the rural sector will be supported and regulated in a post-
Brexit world. 

 
Natural capital  
- the current position explained 
Natural capital is an issue for everyone, not just the forestry 
and land management sectors. In addition to providing 
fundamental support functions for life-giving ecosystems, 

natural capital is an integral part of almost every industry, 
providing key resources from water to raw materials. 
Furthermore, the benefits of retaining and protecting our 
natural capital extend beyond the economic – from 
emotional welfare to cultural character.  

These benefits are well understood and researched; 
they can be valued and quantified and include (not 
exclusively): 

 
! Better health and wellbeing 
! Educational opportunities 
! Recreation and tourism 
! Sustainable supply chains 
! Better carbon retention and sequestration 
! Better catchment management and natural flood 

protection 
! Better soils 
! Enhanced and more accessible landscapes 
! Greater biodiversity 
 

It’s easy to take nature’s riches for granted, but the 
values for natural capital are now understood to be 
significant. In 2018 the Office of National Statistics 
estimated the value of the UK’s natural capital at some 
£761 billion, with figures based on capitalised annual flows 
of services. 

Well-structured watercourse providing multiple ecosystem services. (Photo: Louise Fox)
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Assessing the value of natural capital 
One of the issues around natural capital is undoubtedly the 
over-complication of the assessment of the baseline 
position, combined with a lack of practical market 
opportunities that exist to transform highly valuable assets 
in relation to natural capital into viable revenue streams. 

Unsurprisingly, most landowners and managers have a 

fundamental understanding of natural capital values. In fact, 
in many instances, land management decisions and 
strategy are unconsciously guided by this understanding. 

However, in light of current thinking, this understanding 
needs to be more focused and qualified. Landowners and 
managers need to review their assets and look at them 
through a new lens focused on highlighting the emerging 

Embedding the national capital approach in planning  
Case study – Tresham Garden Village 
Natural capital and environmental services are increasingly being considered as an essential part of 
environmental and planning policies, while biodiversity net gain is being made mandatory for all new 
developments. This approach is exemplified in a project to create a masterplan and delivery strategy for 
Tresham Garden Village in Northamptonshire; a project that Lockhart Garratt has been involved in over several 
years. The scheme demonstrates how an assessment of impact on natural capital and ecosystem services can 
be used to enhance the design of a community masterplan.  

One of 14 garden village projects across the UK that has been supported by the government, Tresham Garden 
Village is an example of the government’s aim to accelerate the delivery of new homes that are an endemic 
part of a self-sufficient community. The thinking behind such projects is that developing these communities 
brings many significant environmental and social advantages. Accessible green spaces, sustainability and 
local employment are all key elements that need to be married together as part of the planning process.  

Together with various local government organisations and other agencies, Lockhart Garratt worked on creating 
a sustainable masterplan and delivery strategy for Tresham Garden Village. Plans specify the inclusion of up to 
1,500 homes to accommodate a diverse demographic, a range of community facilities, shops, business 
premises and accessible green spaces. The masterplan also includes the creation of an outstanding green 
space with an additional 100,000 trees, provision for long term stewardship and a target of 80% sustainability 
for energy performance. 

Creation of new productive woodland was a critical part of the green infrastructure. Following extensive 
engagement with the Forestry Commission and the local planning authority, it was agreed that that advance 
delivery of this could be effectively accounted for in the planning process. With support through the Woodland 
Creation Planning Grant and Countryside Stewardship, 40ha of new woodland were planted over the 2017/18 
and 2018/19 seasons. These woodlands have also now been registered under the Woodland Carbon Code. 
The development of the masterplan involved a rigorous assessment of a wide range of ecosystem services 
including: 
    ! Carbon storage                            ! Carbon sequestration                  ! Pollination  
              ! Agricultural production                 ! Air purification                              ! Noise regulation 
    ! Timber production                        ! Accessible nature                        ! Water flow  
              ! Biodiversity                                   ! Water quality 

The final assessment, undertaken by Natural Capital Solutions (December 2017), was able to demonstrate that 
over a 30-year period the ecosystem benefits that would flow out of the natural capital were valued at 
£12million, as against the baseline position. Critical and substantial elements of this gain were directly 
associated with the new woodland, in particular in respect of carbon sequestration and access to natural 
greenspace. 

It is anticipated that following approval of the masterplan, the planning application will be submitted early in 
2020.
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opportunities as it becomes critical to understand what 
assets are present, and their relative values and potential 
opportunities. 

This baseline information can then be used to determine 
the stocks, flows and benefits of each theme, and whether 
or not stocks are accumulating, depreciating or static 
based on the current conditions. 

 
Knowledge is the key  
One of the characteristics of the natural capital field is the 
vast range of academic research and the variety of 
emerging tools and methodologies that are being 
developed to support a wider understanding. These provide 
levels of academic rigour and awareness that will help in 
the development of structures and opportunities for 
economic investment. For example, 
it is now possible to calculate with 
some rigour how changes in land 
management within a river 
catchment will reduce flows and 
thereby flooding risk.   

While the range of guidance 
and tools is too extensive to cover 
here in anything other than cursory 
detail, there are some key resources that provide useful 
guidance and support.  

 
Natural Capital Committee  
! How to do it – a natural capital workbook   

(https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/natural-capital-  
committee)  
 

Ecosystem Knowledge Network  
! Toolkit assessor  (https://ecosystemsknowledge.net/) 

 
Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors  
! Challenges for international professional practice;  

from market value to natural value 
! Value of natural capital – the need for chartered 

 surveyors  
(http://www.rics.org/uk/about-rics/professional-groups/rics-
rural-professional-group_91/) 

 
Mapping out the opportunities 
The key is then to utilise this information to identify strategic 
opportunities for future investment and improvement of 
natural capital assets and associated ecosystem services.  
This may be, for example, through introducing new habitats 

to an area of marginal land to complete a landscape-wide 
habitat network or buffering a rare habitat, removing 
invasive vegetation from an archaeological feature, or 
providing new permissive paths to complete a circular 
walking opportunity.   

Linkage and buffering of ancient woodland and 
woodland creation opportunities to reduce water flows and 
improve water quality in key catchments could deliver huge 
benefits across the whole suite of public goods. 

 
Key issues in market development 
One of the key challenges is the current lack of simple 
pathways to market. There is so much solid evidence of the 
benefits that the natural environment, and in particular 
woodland, delivers to society, such as pollution control, 

carbon sequestration, enhanced 
water and air quality, beautiful and 
attractive landscape and access to 
the natural environment providing 
benefits for health and wellbeing. 
Urban trees also improve air 
quality and provide essential 

shade and shelter.   
However, the mechanisms to provide 

realistic levels of financial support to the landowners and 
managers, who provide these benefits, are still in their 
infancy. Change is coming, and as we see direct support 
payments for agriculture phased out over the coming seven 
years, it is the intention that this lost income will be replaced 
by funding linked to the sustainable delivery of public 
goods, essentially those ecosystem services that are 
derived from the land’s natural capital.  

 
The role of public funding 
The current intention is that this will be delivered through an 
Environmental Land Management Scheme (ELMS). 
Although still in development, it is generally agreed that this 
is likely to be in the form of a land management plan and 
contract to deliver public goods alongside market products; 
for example, protection of business assets (e.g. soil, water) 
and services (e.g. pollination, flood prevention). Currently in 
the pilot stage, the aim is to start rolling the scheme out in 
2021 and for it to be fully operational by 2025.   

The ability of woodlands to deliver across such a wide 
range of ecosystem services will hopefully see them 
attracting good levels of support under any new scheme 
and thereby becoming a more critical part of the economics 
of rural property assets. 

“Natural capital is 
here to stay and continues  

to gain ground and 
credibility.”
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Other opportunities explained 
Whilst ELMS is likely to provide a baseline, many key 
stakeholders within the land management sector are 
actively exploring mechanisms to harness their natural 
capital opportunities. In conjunction with the Green Alliance, 
the National Trust continues to promote a Natural 
Infrastructure scheme, seeking to divert a proportion of the 
£2.4 billion annual cost of flooding and water pollution into 
land management projects that will reduce and potentially 
eliminate these risks. (https://www.greenalliance.org.uk/ 
natural_infrastructure_schemes.php) 

The introduction of a mandatory requirement for 
biodiversity net gain, now proposed in the Environment Bill, 
could be a game-changer in the development of the 
emerging market for the provision and delivery of offsite 
biodiversity mitigation. Together with the development of 
Local Nature Recovery Strategies, and robust legal 
mechanisms such as Conservation Covenants, to secure 
these benefits into the future, we are likely to see real 
income opportunities for areas that are currently on the 
margin of profitable agricultural production. Existing 
models, such as the habitat banking developed and offered 
by the Environment Bank give some indication as to how 
this might evolve. 

The recent launch of the Woodland Carbon Guarantee 
also offers the prospect of real returns from new woodland 
assets. There aren’t currently any hard figures available, 
however, values within the European Union Emission 
Trading System (EU ETS) are in the region of €28/tonne, 

which if applied to a woodland project, could equate to 
some £4,500/ha (before certification costs) of additional 
income over the first 35 years. 

 
Final thoughts 
As landowners, managers and stakeholders we need to get 
onto the front foot. In the first instance, we need to review, 
map, document and value our natural capital assets, 
considering how they fit within the wider network of green 
infrastructure. We then need to consider who needs what 
we have and ensure that we work together with both private 
sector and public sector partners to develop lucrative 
market opportunities. 

Natural capital is here to stay and continues to gain 
ground and credibility. It is guiding government thinking, 
which currently considers our exit from the European Union 
as providing a great opportunity to embed environmental 
objectives into British Law; to shape new agricultural and 
land management policies and to create a new much-
needed framework for environmental protection. 

Enhancing natural capital makes good practical 
economic sense; the challenge now is to develop 
programmes and structures that start to properly reward 
land and woodland owners for the real value that the 
provision of these public goods provides to society as a 
whole. 

 
Further reading from the QJF archive 
These articles can be accessed online by logging into the 
members’ area of the RFS website, then following links to 
the Quarterly Journal of Forestry. 
Spencer, J. & Field, A. (2019) Forest Resilience in British Forests, Woods & 

Plantations - 4. Forestry practice and 21st century challenges. QJF, 
113(3): 9-177 

West, V. (2017) Woodland Carbon Market. QJF, 111(3):119-204 
There are also a number of articles on the subject of how we put a value 

on our trees, woods and forests in the July 2012 issue, QJF, 106(3). 
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environmental planning and forestry consultancy 
(www.lockhart-garratt.co.uk). John specialises in a 
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John can be contacted on 01536 408840 or by emailing 
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Diverse multifunctional woodland: biodiversity, access and  
timber production, Harlestone Firs Northamptonshire.  
(Photo: John Lockhart)


