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The Metric 3.1 is simply a calculation tool and should therefore be used in line with best practice and legislation and local and national policies. The accompanying Users Guide thus outlines a set of principles and rules (Panks et al. 2022; Annex 5 Biodiversity Metric 3.1). Metric 3.1 does not replace legislation and policies relating to statutory protected sites, irreplaceable habitats and protected species. Environmental Impact Assessments, Strategic Environmental Assessments, and Habitat Regulations Assessments still underpin planning and other consenting decisions.
The Metric outputs, decisions, and management actions should be considered in conjunction with legislation, best practice and professional advice. Decisions should consider wider physical and ecological factors (e.g. landscape composition and configuration, historical land use, and ecological constraints) and social factors to ensure that outcomes provide both biodiversity and societal benefits. While planners can use the metric to explore different scenarios, decision making should be underpinned by professional advice to optimise biodiversity outcomes. Furthermore, practical interventions should be developed through consultation with both ecologists and practitioners, to ensure that they are viable and realistic and long-term monitoring should be conducted to identify and rectify problems. If used correctly, the metric can help inform planning, and decision making to increase the biodiversity benefits achieved from developments and change in land use/management.
BNG: Irreplaceable habitats
In the UK, irreplaceable habitats (i.e. habitats of high biodiversity value which are very difficult and/or take an extremely long time to restore, recreate or replace) and species of conservation concern are protected by existing policy and legislation. There is some debate on what habitats are irreplaceable and Defra is currently formulating a definitive list. This is likely to include ancient woodland, ancient and veteran trees, blanket bog, raised bog and limestone pavements.
In the Planning and Development sector irreplaceable habitats are identified during the initial Ecological/Environmental Impact Assessment stage. BNG cannot be achieved if an irreplaceable habitat is to be adversely impacted and consequently they are considered independently requiring bespoke compensation in line with legislation. Similarly, Habitats that have high ecological value (i.e. Very High Distinctiveness habitats) also require bespoke compensation.
Because irreplaceable habitats require bespoke compensation, Metric 3.1 is not designed to deal with them (Panks et al. 2022). Very High Distinctiveness habitats and Irreplaceable habitats are only included in BNG calculations when these habitats are to be retained and/or enhanced. Irreplaceable habitats are typically categorised as Very High Distinctiveness in Metric 3.1. Ancient woodlands, by definition, include both ancient woodlands and plantations on previous ancient woodland sites and additionally vary in the dominant species. Ancient woodland and Veteran trees are therefore not included in Metric 3.1 as habitats/features in their own right. They are instead grouped with other Woodlands (High Distinctiveness) or in the case of Veteran trees within a Line of Trees (Ecologically valuable) (Medium Distinctiveness). Ancient woodland is currently protected by existing policy and legislation, and therefore it is assumed that where present this would be identified, relevant protection implemented, and bespoke compensation put in place.
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