
Introduction
Over the course of the next few months the Biodiversify and Water Resources East team will be 
working with stakeholders to identify what they want from natural capital in the WRE region 
through a process called Systematic Conservation Planning (SCP). 

We will be asking stakeholders to express their views in four main ways; by identifying 
objectives, actions and targets, and then later on providing feedback on multiple iterations of the 
plan. We will use the objectives, actions and targets to conduct a spatial prioritisation analysis. 
This is the analytical component of SCP and its function is to identify where to take action in 
order to deliver the natural capital outcomes that stakeholders want. The spatial prioritisation 
achieves this by identifying priority areas for different categories of action. If the suggested 
actions take place in the priority areas, then the natural capital outcomes will be delivered in 
the most cost-effective way. It is critical however that the analysis isn’t a mystery, but rather 
something that everyone can understand. 

Stakeholders’ Objectives

Stakeholders’ Actions

Stakeholders’ Targets

Spatial prioritisation analysis

Priority areas for natural capital action

Systematic Conservation Planning (SCP)

This short guide will explain everything you need to know about how the spatial 
prioritisation functions, and how you and your organisation can participate. 

The technical aspects of 
systematic conservation planning
Working with stakeholders to identify what they 
want from natural capital in the WRE region



Objectives need to be for the outcomes we want for natural capital. There are a few types of 
objective that we can’t address in our plan, these include:

1.  We can’t address funding objectives,e.g. “increase funding to the local nature reserve” 

2.  We don’t have any power to influence development, e.g. “stop house building in Essex”  

3.  We can’t lobby specific actors, e.g. “Ask Norfolk Council to plant trees”

Many of the objectives that are important to you may already be described in policy documents, 
such as the 25 Year Environment Plan, or local documents such as the Norfolk and Suffolk 
Natural Capital Compendium. If so, please do feel free to quote these or mention the links.   

Objectives need to be expressed in broad terms rather than location specific, so for example, 
you might want your favourite river restored but to plan for the region we will need to 
generalise this to “restore river habitats”. If in doubt, submit an objective and we’ll work with 
you to find a way to include it.

Examples of potential objectives include:

Examples of potential actions include: 

Actions need to be practical and directly linked to the steps that someone will need to take at 
the ground level. We can’t include the logistical and organisational actions that are needed to 
facilitate practical actions. For example, “change farming practices to reduce pollutant run-off” 
is a suitable action but “Obtain funds for an agri-environment scheme” is not.

What we need from you: Send us a list of the actions that you think will be 
needed to deliver the objectives.

Actions

Store carbon in 
the landscape

Enhance riparian vegetation 
by planting trees

Raise the quality of waterways to 
good or higher quality

Increased resistance 
to droughts 

Restore  
the fens

Reduce the 
impact of floods

Increase and expand 
trout populations

Bring back  
beavers

Objectives

Definition: Actions are the on-the-ground steps that people can take to deliver the objectives. 

We need to look at the objectives and ask “what do we have to do to achieve these?”. As a 
result, they need to be very practical, such as “plant trees near rivers” or “restore wetland”.

Plant to increase 
species diversity

Establish habitat corridors 
to improve connectivity

Restore 
wetland

Re-wet  
peatland

Reduce grazing 
intensity

Increase
tree cover

Exclude livestock 
from river banks

Actively restore 
grassland

Change farming 
Practices 

Definition: Objectives are the natural capital outcomes that stakeholders want. 

This can include a wide range of different things from ecosystem services, such as cleaner 
water or access to green space, to simply restoring elements of nature for natures sake. 

What we need from you: Tell us what you want from or for natural capital.
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Targets 
Definition: Targets are the quantitative definition of the objectives and actions.

For example, “improve landscape connectivity” might be an objective connected to the action; 
”establish new woodland”, the target for which might be “establish 1000ha of new woodland 
in areas identified as important for connectivity”. 

How objectives, actions and targets connect
The WRE natural capital plan will identify where to undertake actions in order to meet the 
targets and deliver the natural capital objectives. 

To achieve this, we will identify the benefits that different actions provide and link them to 
targets. In many cases an action will contribute to multiple targets, for example planting a tree 
can store carbon, provide connectivity and mitigate flooding impacts simultaneously. Table 1 
provides an example of one objective and the actions and targets needed to deliver it.

Objectives Actions Targets

Restore the fens

Re-wet peatland Re-wet 500ha of peatland

Reduce pollutant runoff from farms Reduce pollutant runoff by 50% on 
5,000ha of farmland

Keep livestock away from 
riverbanks Protect 200ha of riverbanks

Convert farmland to wetland Restore 300ha of wetland

What we need from you: In January next year we will share a draft list of targets 
based upon the objectives and actions we recieve.

1. Plant 8,000ha of new woodland

2.  Restore 10,000ha of existing woodland 
to a good quality

3.  Restore water availability to an 
environmentally acceptable level for 
fenland and wetlands

4.  Support farmers to manage 30,000ha of 
farmland to reduce runoff

5.  Restore Rivers to good or higher quality

6.  Convert 10,000ha of pastoral grassland 
to peatland

1.  Restore 75% (one million ha) of terrestrial and freshwater habitats to favourable 
condition, securing their wildlife value for the long term (25YEP)

2.  Restore 500,000ha of wildlife-rich habitat outside the protected site network 
(25YEP)

3. Restore 25-50% of Lowland peatland (Committee on Climate Change)

4. Plant 180,000ha woodland trees (25YEP)

5.  50% peatland resource conserved in good condition by 2030 (UK Peatland 
Strategy)

Some examples of UK wide targets from policy that we might consider include

Examples of potential targets

Undertaking actions in practice almost 
always comes with a cost of some 
form; if a farmer sets aside their land 
for woodland expansion, they must be 
compensated for their lost income, the 
trees must be grown and planted and 
there must be ongoing management 
of the new woodland. The actions 
generated by stakeholders will be 
optimised against their relative costs. To 
achieve this the Biodiversify team will 
develop a cost layer, i.e. a map of the 
relative costs of different actions. 

This map is an draft example of 
the type of map we will generate 
to perform the spatial prioritisation. 
Most importantly however, the map of 
relative costs does not represent the 
amount farmers will actually receive. It 
merely represents relative costs which 
can help us identify where to prioritise 
actions. We will be consulting with 
representatives of the farming and 
land managing communities as well as 
environmental NGOs to improve and 
refine this.

Farmland opportunity 
cost (£/acre.yr)

Identifying the costs of actions A draft of the relative cost of compensating 
farmers to plant trees on farmland
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Representing the cost of actions across the landscape

This gives us a map of the relative costs of 
compensating farmers for taking their land 
out of production, for example in order to 
plant trees and expand woodlands. This isn’t 
precise enough to tell us what we’d actually 
pay individual farmers, but it does help us 
understand what the relative costs might be of 
natural capital actions in different places. This 
allows us to develop the most cost effective 
strategy for the WRE region. 

Farmland opportunity cost (£/acre.yr)

Farmers weekly have records of the 
prices paid for different categories 
of agricultural land for both pastoral 
and arable use in each county. We 
combine this with the agricutural 
value date to estimate the relative 
cost of land for both arable and 
pastoral usage.

88
176
264
352
Not farmland

This example of how we can represent costs is 
still in an early draft form. We will be consulting 
with representatives of the farming and land 
managing communities as well as environmental 
NGOs to improve and refine this.

We then use land use data from 
The Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology which tells us what the 
land is currently being used for.  
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To establish the relative cost of 
implementation across the WRE 
region we begin with data from 
Natural England on the agricultural 
value of land. This rates land from 
very poor to excellent quality. 

WRE-Region agricutural land classes

Excellent
Very good
Good-moderate 
Poor
Very poor
Non Agricultural
Urban
Exclusion



How the spatial prioritisation analysis uses your input to 
identify priorities
The analysis at the heart of SCP is known as spatial prioritisation. This is an 
optimisation analysis which identifies where the actions should take place in order 
to meet the targets and deliver the objectives most cost effectively. This analysis is 
effectively trying to solve two problems:

1) How should activities be coordinated across the landscape?
It is only possible to undertake one action at a time in each place. For example, it is not 
possible to plant trees on a field to establish a new forest and simultaneously flood it to 
create a new wetland. The analysis will therefore identify how to coordinate different 
actions across the landscape. 

2) Where is the most cost-effective place for activities to take place?
Natural capital action costs money, for example to convert a wheat field into woodland 
the farmer must be compensated for his lost earnings, trees must be planted and the 
woodland actively managed. The analysis will seek to identify synergies, i.e. where 
can woodland be established so that it provides the most benefits simultaneously. For 
example, a woodland in one location might only store carbon, whilst in another it might 
provide habitat connectivity, flood and drought mitigation, carbon storage and important 
habitat simultaneously. The benefits will be weighed up against the costs so that the most 
cost-effective solution can be found.

The spatial prioritisation analysis begins by selecting a selection of random planning 
units (for this plan we will be using parishes as planning units). It then considers a single 
planning unit and calculates whether including it as a priority would help deliver the 
targets cost effectively. If it would, then it includes it, and if it would not then it excludes it. 
The analysis repeats this process thousands of times to produce two main outputs: 

1) A map of irreplaceability
The analysis will identify how frequently each planning unit was selected as part of 
solutions over thousands of iterations. This indicates how irreplaceable that area is, or in 
other words, how important that area is for delivering the objectives. This map is a useful 
tool for improving the plan as it helps us understand which areas are most important and 
where there is flexibility. 

2) The best solution
By considering the planning units over thousands of iterations the analysis arrives at the 
most cost effective solution, i.e. where should action take place to deliver all the targets 
in at the lowest cost. This can then be shared with stakeholders whose feedback can be 
used to refine it.



Data
Data is at the heart of the SCP process. There are many projects across the WRE 
region where data is being generated, collected or collated. The Biodiversify team 
will seek to include this data in the analysis, however there are a few factors which 
determine whether this is possible:  

1) Consistency across the region
We are only able to use data when it is consistent across the entire region because 
otherwise we are unable to fairly compare between different areas. This could mean that 
the plan would prioritise the areas for which there is the most data, rather than the areas 
where action would deliver the most good. 

2) Connection to actions and targets
We are only able to use data when it connects to the actions and targets identified by 
the stakeholders. 

3) Reliability issues
In some cases, there are issue with the reliability of the data. For example, there is often 
little record of the search effort used to collect species data. This means that there are 
many more recordings of bird species in areas where there are keen birding clubs. 

If you have any questions about any part of this please don’t hesitate to contact 
Sam Sinclair at Biodiversify. He can be reached at sam@biodiversify.org

This project is being led by Water Resources East with the support of WWF - 
UK and the Coca-Cola Foundation. 



How the systematic conservation planning process uses your input to identify priorities

The spatial prioritisation analysis produces a 
map which identifies priority areas for actions 
which will deliver the objectives most cost 
effectively. 

The Outputs
Objective Example 
Reduce the impact 

of floods

Environment Agency 
data on where 
to plant trees to 
prevent flooding

Natural England 
data on where 

to restore priority 
habitats

Potential 
agricultural 
yield data

Land value 
data

Consult 
experts to 
estimate 
habitat 

restoration 
costs

An estimate 
of the cost of 
compensating 

farmers for 
taking land out 
of production

A map of the 
relative cost of 
planting trees 
and restoring 
forest habitat

Action Example  
Plant trees

Objective Example 
increase forest 

habitat

Target Example  
Plant 5,000 ha 
of trees to stop 

flooding

Stakeholder Process Natural Capital Data

Cost Data Spatial Prioritisation Analysis

Target Example  
Plant 5,000 of 
trees to increase 

the extent of priority 
habitats

The analysis begins by 
randomly choosing  

a selection of  
planning units

This is repeated many 
thousands of times

The analysis then looks 
at a planning unit at 

random and identifies 
whether including it as 
a priority would help 
cost effectively deliver 

the targets. That 
planning unit is then 
included or excluded  

After thousands of 
iterations a final 

solution is found which 
cost effectively delivers 

the targets. The 
analysis is then rerun 
multiple times to verify 

the results  


