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Wendling Beck Exemplar Partnership

LANDSCAPE VISION: 

Creating one of the first landscape-scale, natural capital projects in the UK 

Photograph – Dillington Carr SSSI – Central Project Zone



The fundamental building blocks of natural capital – the soils, groundwater, the river catchments

and the air – are under threat. In a dynamic ecosystem stopping pollution does not halt the decline in

the underlying assets.

A tanker can stop its engines, but it ploughs on a long way before coming to a halt.

In a bid to limit climate change and the erosion of natural capital assets the UK government has

responded through three main pieces of legislation:

• The 25 year environment plan (2018) sets out the governments goals for improving

the environment, within a generation, and leaving it in a better state than we found it.

• The Environment Bill (2021) brings about urgent and meaningful action to combat the

environmental and climate crisis. It sets out how to protect and improve the natural environment in

the UK. The case for tackling biodiversity loss, climate change and the environmental risks to

public health. The Environment Bill helps manage the impact of human activity on the natural

environment, creating a more sustainable and resilient economy, enhancing well-being and quality

of life and creating a positive legacy for future generations.

• The Agriculture Bill (2020) sets out how farmers and land managers in England will be rewarded

with public money by providing “public goods” – such as better air and water quality, higher animal

welfare standards, improved access to the countryside and measures to reduce flooding. This will

contribute to the government’s commitment to reaching net zero emissions by 2050.

In addition to these key policies we now have the added incentive of the green recovery and building

back better from the Covid pandemic. We are at the forefront of mainstreaming land use change in

the UK, investing in nature and nature based solutions to deliver tangible benefits back to society

whilst at the same time creating a financially and environmentally sustainable future.

Context
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Farmers are arguably more exposed to climate change than any other industry and are acutely

aware of their impact on nature due to their close relationship with the landscape they tend. They are

also in a unique position to help mitigate and reverse climate change due to the way soil can

sequester carbon and support biodiversity and the sheer scale of agricultural land use globally.

In the UK, conventional farming is faced with:

• Low profitability

• Increased reliance on agro-chemicals and synthetic fertilisers

• Continuous soil degradation

• Availability of water

• Challenge to become net-zero by 2040

• Subsidies being phased out by 2028

The Environment Bill (2021) and the proposed Biodiversity Net Gain policy in England offer an

opportunity for farmers and landowners to establish revenue streams for biodiversity units generated

through habitat restoration or creation. They are anticipated to lead to the establishment of biodiversity

credit markets which could provide a reliable funding source for investments in environmental

restoration.

As we shift focus in the UK to deliver the 25 Year Environment Plan, natural capital becomes properly

valued by government and wider society. Through a change in outlook and management, ecosystem

services can be monetised.

• Biodiversity net gain credit market

• Bundling & stacking of ecosystem services (carbon, nutrient balancing, flood mitigation etc)

• Social impact through public access, recreation & education

• Regenerative agriculture (maintaining food production in a sustainable and profitable way)

A changing perspective
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The Wendling Beck Exemplar Partnership (WBEP) is a landscape-scale, nature restoration project covering

1900 acres North of Dereham (Norfolk). WBEP optimises the distinctiveness, condition and productivity of a

farmed Norfolk landscape in terms of biodiversity and natural capital. It brings together multiple landowners

and environmental stakeholders to deliver river restoration, natural capital improvement, ecological

enhancement and investment in ecosystem services within the Wendling Beck catchment.

The project will use a habitat bank framework to help enable it to run in perpetuity. The partnership with

Norfolk County Council will see the Gressenhall Museum of Norfolk Life become the public gateway to the

project, bringing additionality to the existing experience and extending the education program to cover

climate change, conservation and the future of farming. It is an opportunity to share the story of ecosystem

restoration and biodiversity enhancement within a working example.

Project stats:

• Project area 1900 acres – ring fenced block with river running centrally

• 4 farmers, Norfolk Wildlife Trust, Norfolk County Council, Norfolk Rivers Trust, Norfolk FWAG 

• Linking three SSSI’s and existing corridors of wildlife

• Technical assistance and mentoring by The Nature Conservancy

• Natural England Biodiversity Net Gain credit pilot 

• Partnership with Gressenhall Farm & Museum of Norfolk Life providing visitor & education centre

• Provide public access and circular routes for walking & cycling

• Anglian Water partnership delivering flood mitigation and water quality at Dereham Sewage Works

• Partnership with John Innes Centre (JIC) to create disease resistant Ash and Elm tree seed bank

Project deliverables:

• Biodiversity net gain credits through habitat creation + river reinstatement & restoration 

• Natural capital services (Carbon, flood mitigation, air quality, nutrient balancing, recreation)

• Regenerative agriculture

• Social impact (Community access, greenways to green spaces, cycling & walking)

• Development in context with local recovery network strategy

• Long term research & monitoring (water, air, soils, biodiversity) based on Natural Capital Compendium

• Education (structured education program around climate change, conservation and regeneration)

• Livestock enterprise (habitat management & regenerative food production)

• Establishment of an incubator fund to provide seed money to other local net gain projects

Exemplar Project

© Wendling Beck Exemplar Partnership 2021



Technical

WBEP has secured funding for the technical feasibility and design phase of the project from The

Nature Conservancy. Ultimately the long-term implementation and maintenance phases will be self-

funding through the sale of biodiversity units, natural capital services and regenerative agriculture.

WBEP will be seeking further grant funding in 2021 to take the project from technical feasibility to

market readiness.

TNC technical workstream (October 2020 – present):

1. Establish a business as usual baseline – including both biodiversity and natural capital;

2. Develop test scenarios and land management plans;

3. Assess scenarios based on an assessment of likely changes in Biodiversity Units;

4. Assess scenarios based on impact on Natural Capital values; 

5. Estimate revenue potential from multiple revenue streams. 

Phase 2 Technical workstream (Jan – September 2021) will deliver:

• Shared vision for the WBEP’s specific objectives and its role in the larger offset market;

• Identify alternative technical designs for the proposed investments for the WBEP and estimate

their likely impacts on biodiversity, freshwater resources, GHG emissions, carbon sequestration

and other co-benefits (eco-tourism, local green jobs, cultural values, etc.);

• Evaluate the Return on Investment (ROI) from the proposed investments in the WBEP for

different actors under alternative scenarios, based on identifying economic costs and benefits;

• Provide input on potential revenue streams to fund the investments and their ongoing

maintenance;

• Identify the administrative, technical, and definitional issues that need development or

clarification to ensure success of the WBEP and similar future projects (e.g., short-term

governance arrangements for project preparation, long-term governance arrangements for

project implementation and management).
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Project Area - Existing
Baseline Land Use Plan
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Wendling Beck Exemplar Partnership 
Dillington Carr – Aerial View

Dillington Carr SSSI in the central project area is a vast watery landscape of old shallow irrigation lakes which

nature has reclaimed. Management is required to realise it’s full potential.
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Wendling Beck Exemplar Partnership 
Concept Masterplan
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Landscape master-planning by Digg & Co



• A habitat bank is a significant block of land dedicated to biodiversity restoration. The best biodiversity projects will be

delivered at a landscape scale, be catchment focussed and include multiple landowners and catchment stakeholders.

• Habitat banks are controlled and governed at a local level. They will govern the scheme, measure the delivery and administer

the funds to landowners and capital delivery partners in a sustainable manner.

• The habitat bank mechanism allows the accumulation of a central fund through the sale of credits and natural capital services, it

also has the ability to attract investment from the private sector and provide growth through secure green investment. The

habitat bank model aims to deliver funds in perpetuity through the investment of up-front revenue. It also has other tax and

commercial advantages for delivering long-term nature based solutions.

Habitat Bank

Local habitat bank delivers biodiversity net gain to local and national developments

1
DEVELOPMENT APPRAISAL

• MEASUREMENT OF BASELINE

• PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT IMPACT

• NET GAIN REQUIREMENTS

• CALCULATE COMPENSATION

2
BIODIVERSITY UNITS

• REQUIRED COMPENSATION 

CONVERTED TO 

BIODIVERSITY UNITS

3
HABITAT BANKS

• LOCAL DELIVERY

• SELLS BIODIVERSITY UNITS 

• CONSERVATION COVENANT

• 30 YEAR AGREEMENT

4

• HABITAT CREATION

• BIODIVERSITY UPLIFT

• SOIL WATER, RIVER, AIR

• LONG-TERM MANAGEMENT

• COMMUNITY BENEFIT

NET GAIN DELIVERY
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WBEP also aims to apportion a % of revenue to create an incubator fund to help pump-prime the market by providing up-

front funding and support for other local projects with the same ambition.
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Nature does not do well in small islands. 

If neighboring landowners and local partners worked together, exciting and significant wildlife corridors 

could be created, with benefits orders of magnitude bigger, because the area impacts on the diversity. The 

obvious starting point is to take the river catchments and follow the river corridors.  

The key point is that scale and location matter, and matter a lot.

Dieter Helm – Green and Prosperous Land

If you are interested in helping this ground breaking initiative please contact: 

David Diggens Norfolk Rivers Trust daviddiggens@norfolkriverstrust.org

Mike Edwards   Norfolk FWAG mike@norfolkfwag.co.uk 

Matt Jones Norfolk Wildlife Trust mattj@norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk

Glenn Anderson                Dillington Hall glenn@dillingtonhall.com

Rosie Begg Gorgate Ltd rosiebegg@gorgate.co.uk

www.wbep.co.uk


