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Private �nance can provide e�cient net gains in biodiversity
through the OTC o�set market,  say Jenni Laininen  and Brent
Matthies .
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Key points:

Public conservation �nance gap is 80% below the required level for current biodiversity
conservation objectives.
Private �nance o�ers a way forward to address funding gaps.
Over-the-counter biodiversity o�sets create greater market liquidity and e�ciency, while
addressing additionally under the no net loss principle.
Current regulations and incentives could be improved to facilitate greater market
participation by private companies.
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The European Union’s (EU) 2011 Biodiversity Strategy obliges Member States to halt net
biodiversity loss by 2020. However, the mid-term review of that strategy noted that
considerable e�orts were still required to halt the loss of ordinary biodiversity outside the
EU’s coordinated network of protected areas (the Natura 2000 Network). Those e�orts include
maintaining and restoring ecosystems and their services, halting deterioration of critical
habitats and increasing the contribution of forestry to maintaining biodiversity.

The mid-term report also recommended that current activities be scaled-up, but a recent
review of network funding found only 20% of the required level is being met. Despite the large
shortfalls in �nancing, the 2017 report on integrated EU biodiversity �nancing only
mentioned, but did not explore further, the potential role of private �nance.

Given the interest of investors and �nancing needs, private �nance options should be more
widely considered in the development of conservation markets. Private ecological
compensation mechanisms, such as biodiversity o�sets and other ‘payment for ecosystem
service’ (PES) mechanisms, facilitate �nancially e�cient and environmentally bene�cial
transactions of ecosystem services and biodiversity.

Markets for other ecosystem services, such as the provisioning of timber, already operate
e�ciently and e�ectively based on private sector participation, and private �nancial
institutions have already demonstrated an ability to conduct the acquisition and management
of biological assets in a responsible manner. The ownership of sustainably managed private
timberland portfolios provides one such example.

Role of the private sector

Private market participation does not replace the roles of civil society, public funding, or
actions by private citizens towards conservation �nance. Instead it can lead to concurrent
�nancial, environmental and social returns on investment. Such ‘impact investing’ provides a
pro�table space for co-operation between public, private and third-party actors linked to the
environment. Thus, conservation investments can address not only e�ciency and
e�ectiveness of environmental objectives but also social equality through positive
externalities from investments1.

In Europe, there is considerable experience in conservation market development providing a
strong foundation for private participation. Habitat banking regulations, requiring the
o�setting of biodiversity degradation, have a long history in Germany starting from 1976. In
Finland, the METSO programme for private sellers of forest conservation has laid the
groundwork for a broader conservation marketplace.

These e�orts and others aim to address the central concept of biodiversity o�setting:
additionality. The mitigation hierarchy for biodiversity o�sets stipulates that impacts are
avoided, minimised and restored, and residual impacts are o�set with the opportunity for
additional bene�ts to accrue from those activities (see Figure 1).

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/strategy/index_en.htm
http://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR17_1/SR_NATURA_2000_EN.pdf
https://ieep.eu/uploads/articles/attachments/666147f3-2107-4159-a037-8c748353a79e/Kettunen_et_al_2017_-_Financing_biodiversity_-_FINAL_layout.pdf?v=63664510023
http://www.oecd.org/env/resources/Biodiversity%20Offsets_Highlights_for%20COP12%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.environmental-finance.com/content/analysis/sustainable-forestry-a-budding-market.html
https://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Handbook-of-Ecosystem-Services/Potschin-Haines-Young-Fish-Turner/p/book/9781138025080
https://www.environmental-finance.com/content/analysis/how-private-finance-can-raise-efficiency-in-conservation-markets.html#a1
http://www.forest-trends.org/documents/files/doc_2404.pdf
http://www.metsa.fi/web/en/metsoprogramme
https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/icmm_biodiversity_offsets_rpt.pdf
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Figure 1: Mitigation hierarchy for biodiversity o�set mechanisms (adapted from IUCN (2013))

Although public habitat banking and PES schemes provide critical �nancing for conservation,
there are also shortfalls to a public-o�set-buyer model including additional pro�ts accruing to
private sellers from the possession of payo�-relevant information and land market
distortions. Moving the liability of ‘conservation asset’ ownership to private companies’
balance sheets, as some regulations currently stipulate for project sites, does not increase the
e�ciency of conservation either. Rather, it leads to a net loss or net neutral outcome as
indicated in the mitigation hierarchy.

To address additionality and improve market e�ciency, private �nance acts to provide o�sets
for those companies looking to o�set their unavoidable impacts. Private �nancial actors, such
as the Dasos Habitat Foundation, buy land, improve the biodiversity quality and quantity for
society and o�set buyers, and sell use rights to �nance the improvements. This creates
further options for companies to take responsibility for their environmental impacts under
the no net loss principle.

Role of the regulators

Although there are limitations to such over-the-counter (OTC) transactions currently, including
matching environmental impacts with equivalent o�sets and measuring additionality,
regulators should create further incentives for companies, de�ne acceptable thresholds for
improvements to compensate losses, and outline the requirements for equivalence between
sites. 

https://www.environmental-finance.com/content/analysis/how-private-finance-can-raise-efficiency-in-conservation-markets.html#a2
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/enveco/taxation/pdf/Habitat_banking_Report.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/env/resources/Biodiversity%20Offsets_Highlights_for%20COP12%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/env/resources/Biodiversity%20Offsets_Highlights_for%20COP12%20FINAL.pdf
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Figure 2: Proposed approach for OTC biodiversity o�sets in conservation markets.

Facilitating greater participation in conservation markets by companies will require increased
environmental performance and �nancial incentives. Private companies are often unwilling or
unable to act in an environmentally-friendly manner on a voluntary basis. European decision-
makers should consider environmental permitting rules that favour companies who
compensate unavoidable and negative biodiversity impacts, expediting processing of
environmental permit applications that include o�set measures, and environmentally-linked
tax relief measures to spur investments in permanent conservation assets.

Incentives for companies to participate in OTC o�set markets would lead to net biodiversity
gains per unit cost for society and more liquid and well-functioning conservation markets.

Large funding gaps in public conservation �nance do not need to continue. Private �nance
can provide e�cient net gains in biodiversity through o�setting where companies aim to
address the no net loss principle. Socially and environmentally-friendly actions can be
achieved through investments in conservation assets, and increase the liquidity and
functioning of the conservation marketplace in parallel. Private �nance is part of that solution,
and the creation of institutions to provide OTC o�sets has already begun.

Jenni Laininen and Brent Matthies are investment managers at Dasos Capital, an investment
manager specialising in sustainable timberland, in Helsinki, Finland.
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