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To tackle the climate and ecological emergency and adapt to its 
impacts, we must invest in nature. Currently the UK is one of the 
most nature-depleted countries in the world, with high rates of 
urbanisation and increasingly deregulated planning processes 
further exacerbating this.1 Around 85% of the UK’s population 
already live and work in urban environments, and this is only 
increasing.2 If we do not work with nature to effectively adapt 
our built environments, our communities will face increased risk 
of flooding, heat stress, and poor health and wellbeing.

Local authorities across the UK have begun to invest in 
nature in innovative ways, but this must now be accelerated to 
a larger scale, embedded in normal operational practice, and 
supported by other stakeholders. This guide highlights how 
nature-based solutions can be harnessed to address strategic 
goals, taking a comprehensive deep-dive into the opportunities 
for restructuring public sector-led investment in nature through 
both internal and external investment opportunities.

A huge range of citizen, local authority, and nature-based 
solutions research from the IGNITION project and beyond 
underpins this guide, which pulls together the environmental, 
financial, and social drivers for investing in nature-based 
solutions. This holistic view helps to advance understandings 
of the value that local authorities and other key stakeholders 
can gain through prioritising and delivering nature-based 
solutions. Whilst some IGNITION research was completed 
within Greater Manchester, the findings remain relevant 
and replicable across the UK.

Accelerating local authority investment in nature can have vastly 
positive impacts when the scale of their assets and influence are 
considered. To maximise the potential of local authorities to take 
nature-based investment to the levels that both the planet and 
our communities require, we recommend the following:

Executive Summary

Recognise nature-based 
solutions
Nature-based solutions 
should be recognised and 
embedded as critical forms 
of infrastructure that link 
strategic objectives, both 
locally and regionally. 

Prepare for the 
Environment Bill
Greater Manchester local 
authorities should continue 
to prepare for the implications 
of the Environment Bill, 
by progressing the work 
of the Green City Region 
Partnership, in line with 
the ambitions of the 
Greater Manchester 5 Year 
Environment Plan. 

Develop and deliver climate 
and biodiversity action plans
Nationally, all local authorities 
should develop and deliver 
strategic climate and 
biodiversity action plans that 
prioritise the use of nature-
based solutions for resilience.

Use IGNITION’s 
Evidence Base
Local authorities should 
use IGNITION’s Evidence 
Base to support the business 
case for greater public  
sector-led investment in 
nature-based solutions. 

Adopt a ‘nature-first’ 
approach
Internal teams and 
departments within authorities 
(local and combined) 
should adopt a ‘nature-first’ 
approach in decision-making, 
embedding nature-based 
solutions as business-as-usual. 

Establish dedicated 
champions
Local authorities should work 
to establish a dedicated 
nature-based solutions 
champion at a senior policy 
level who can command the 
necessary resources to make 
things happen. 

Share knowledge 
and expertise
Local authorities should 
continue to share knowledge 
and expertise, turning 
individual innovations 
into a collective advantage 
for the region. 

Direct funds towards nature
Local authorities should 
increasingly direct planning 
obligations and developer 
contributions towards nature-
based solutions, where 
they deliver multifunctional 
benefits simultaneously. 

Trial and evaluate  
innovative financial models
Innovative financial models 
should be increasingly 
trialled and evaluated, 
to compliment and bolster 
local authority investment. 

Engage communities
Communities should 
be increasingly engaged 
as a resource and asset 
that can support the 
delivery and maintenance 
of nature-based solutions. 

Embed clear definitions
Clear definitions of what 
nature-based solutions are, 
why they are important, and 
how they can be implemented 
must be embedded within 
local authorities, across 
stakeholder networks, 
and amongst communities.

Key recommendations
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The last decade has seen an overwhelming decline in the 
funding of local authorities (LAs) from central government whilst, 
simultaneously, their civic responsibilities have remained the 
same or have even increased.3, 4, 5 This has reduced the capacity 
of many LAs to deliver public services, threatening those 
without a statutory remit.6, 7 In the absence of a formal mandate 
and dedicated funding, our urban greenspaces are particularly 
vulnerable to changing budgets and shifts in government policy.8 

Critically, as the capacity of LAs to maintain or enhance 
their natural assets has been reduced, the need for  
nature-based solutions (NBS) to the growing climate 
and ecological crises has increased. Whilst some LAs 
have responded to this with innovative policymaking and 
collaborative project delivery, investment in NBS is still 
sporadic and its long-term security remains ambiguous.9 

Recognising the increasingly stretched and limited capacity 
of LAs to deliver their public services, NBS can link policy 
agendas and deliver multifunctional benefits simultaneously. 
NBS can also provide resilience to the growing risks 
of climate change, enhance biodiversity, and improve 
the health and wellbeing of communities.10 

A greater understanding of NBS within decision-making, 
policymaking, planning processes, development projects and 
management practices will support LAs to act on their climate 
emergency pledges;11 encouraging a green post-COVID recovery 
and delivering a liveable and resilient environment for their 
communities.12 Tackling these issues simultaneously provides 
an opportunity for LAs to deliver on their climate commitments 
whilst minimising both financial and physical risks.13, 14 

Introduction

Between 2010–2020, councils lost 60p out of every £1 provided by central government 

Reduction in core government funding 2010–202015

What are nature-based 
solutions? 

Nature-based solutions are 
interventions that address 
the climate crisis by using 
nature to help communities 
build resilience to extreme 
weather events and other 
impacts of climate change. 
These solutions can include 
planting street trees and 
installing green roofs in 
urban areas to reduce 
flood risk and heat stress. 
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Combining data from extensive citizen and LA engagement, 
and innovative research into NBS funding mechanisms, this 
guide will outline both internal opportunities (between LA 
departments) and external opportunities (across sectors 
and amongst communities) for innovation that can enhance 
the delivery and long-term security of NBS across the 
GM region and beyond. 

Insights from GM citizens highlight the integral role of parks 
and greenspaces; reinforcing their position as a critical form 
of infrastructure that is essential for the health and wellbeing 
of both our ecosystems and communities. Additional comments 
from LA officers demonstrate a broad understanding of the 
benefits that urban NBS can deliver to the region, whilst also 
highlighting where further progress can be made. 

This guide will present a range of innovative investment 
and management opportunities, demonstrating both the 
benefits and the feasibility of large scale, public-sector-led 
NBS delivery. 

Investing in a greener Greater Manchester: A nature-based solutions investment guide for local authorities
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This guide combines the findings of three engagement initiatives 
undertaken across the GM region, as well the innovative NBS 
funding research conducted as part of the IGNITION project.

The citizen and LA engagement undertaken between October 
2019 – December 2020 obtained valuable insights into how 
public attitudes towards parks and greenspaces have developed 
since national lockdowns have been enforced. Collating over 
5,000 responses from across these three datasets (see Table 1, 
page 11), we have developed a comprehensive outline of 
both citizen and LA perspectives, priorities, and practices 
in relation to NBS. 

The IGNITION NBS Evidence Base pulls together extensive 
available evidence into an open-source live repository of 
knowledge on NBS performance. This research was undertaken 
by the Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) 
and Business in the Community (BITC), compiling over 1,000 
evidence items. The Evidence Base will continue to grow as 
further evidence in support of NBS is uncovered.

Looking across this research we have identified areas that 
either require or can help foster innovative approaches to 
NBS management and/or implementation. 

The Evidence

Table 1: Overview of research processes

Research Project Coordinating Partners Project Timeline Total Number of Responses

Citizen Engagement 
Baseline Report  
(Citizens Survey)17

Royal Horticultural Society,  
City of Trees, Groundwork

November 2019 – January 2020

 
2,808

Greater Manchester  
Parks User Survey

Royal Horticultural Society, 
Salford City Council, Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority

July – October 2020

 
2,184

Greater Manchester Local 
Authority NBS Workshop18

UK Green Building Council, 
Business in the Community

2nd December 2020  
132

Citizen and LA engagement, 
including:

•	 Citizen Engagement 
Baseline Report16

•	 GM Parks User Survey

•	 GM LA NBS Workshop 

NBS funding innovation, 
including: 

•	 IGNITION Nature-Based 
Solutions Evidence Base

•	 Nature-based solutions 
to the climate emergency: 
the benefits to business 
and society report

•	 Ongoing IGNITION project 
research into innovative 
financing for NBS

 
 

 
   

IGNITION Citizen Engagement 
Baseline Report 

 

 

October 2020 

Rosie Naylor, Community Outreach Coordinator at Royal Horticultural 
Society (RHS) 

11

Nature-based solutions  
to the climate emergency

The benefits to  
business and society

Supporting Research
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Findings from the Citizens Survey suggest that GM residents 
appreciate the function and value of parks and greenspaces 
at individual and community scales, particularly regarding the 
provision of health, wellbeing, and wildlife benefits, and the 
mitigation of risks (principally flooding). 

There was, however, less understanding regarding the more 
technical NBS interventions (e.g., green roofs, walls, and street 
trees) and more abstract benefits, such as urban cooling. 
Identifying these gaps in understanding highlights where 
further engagement and awareness raising activities should 
be targeted, to maximise buy-in for NBS from residents. 

To effectively engage citizens in the upscaling and 
management of NBS within the city region, a clearer 
understanding of what NBS are and what they do is essential. 

Across Greater Manchester

50 
workshops

Table 2: Breakdown of Citizens Survey responses to green 
sector association categories

Association with 
environmental or green 
sector organisations 

Response19

Yes No

I work in the 
environmental/ 
green sector  304  1,623

I am studying a course 
relating to the environment  68  1,757

I am an environmental/
green sector volunteer  325  1,564

I am a member of an 
environmental/green 
association, group 
or organisation  562  1,375

Citizens Survey

The Citizen Engagement Baseline Report or ‘Citizens Survey’ 
was carried out collaboratively by the Royal Horticultural 
Society (RHS), City of Trees and Groundwork Greater 
Manchester. Across a three-month period, 2,065 survey 
responses were collected, and an additional 743 participants 
were engaged in 50 workshops delivered to 31 citizen groups 
across GM. A breakdown of both the survey and workshop 
demographics are outlined in Tables 2 and 3 below. 

Throughout this engagement, respondents were asked if 
they were associated with the environmental sector, in order 
to gauge both the level of interaction with environmental 
or ‘green’ activities, and to assess levels of understanding 
across those groups.

Across a 3-month period:

2,065 
survey responses

743 
participants

31 
citizen groups

Table 3: Breakdown of Citizens Survey workshop audience and number of participants

Target audience Number of participants20

Children and  
young people 

17/31
55%
groups were 
specifically for children 
and young people 

552/743
74%
participants were members of 
groups specifically for children 
and young people

Groups based in  
Manchester City  
and Salford

20/31
65%
groups were predominantly  
for Manchester or  
Salford residents 

390/743
52%
participants were members of 
groups specifically for Manchester 
or Salford residents

Balance of groups 
engaged in ‘green 
activities’ and 
groups not engaged 
in green activities

10/31
32%
groups were engaged 
in green activities 

332/743
45%
participants were members of 
groups engaged in green activities
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Greater Manchester Parks User Survey

Expanding on this baseline data, the GM Parks User Survey 
outlines public attitudes towards parks and greenspaces 
amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. The GM Parks User Survey 
was undertaken between July and October 2020, and was 
coordinated by RHS, Salford City Council (SCC) and the 
Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA). 

The GM Parks User Survey data provides insights into the 
role and importance of GM’s parks and greenspaces to its 
communities. It identifies where the responsibility of their 
upkeep and improvement is perceived to lie, outlines the 
level of public willingness to support investment in parks 
and greenspaces across the region, and specifies the preferred 
types of projects that are supported. The GM Parks User Survey 
data found that: 

•	 97% of people felt that being able to access parks and 
greenspaces during COVID restrictions was very important 
(87%) or important (9%).

•	 67% of people valued parks and greenspaces more (28%) 
or much more (39%) than before COVID. 

•	 62% of people visited parks and greenspaces more (31%) 
or much more (31%) than before COVID. 

•	 84% of respondents visited public parks and greenspaces 
at least once a week (21% are visiting public parks or 
greenspaces every day; 45% multiple times per week and 
19% who visit once a week).

•	 92% of respondents stated that they will continue to visit 
public parks and greenspaces at this frequency even after 
the COVID restrictions have been lifted.

The responses demonstrate a growing appreciation for the 
region’s parks and greenspaces by residents across GM, 
presenting a quantifiable incentive for LAs to ensure their 
protection and/or enhancement. 

62%  
visited parks  
and greenspaces:

67%  
valued parks  
and greenspaces:

84%  
visited public parks 
and greenspaces at 
least once a week

92%  
will continue to visit public 
parks and greenspaces 
at this frequency

97%  
felt that access to parks and 
greenspaces during COVID 
restrictions was important

87% 28% 31%

9% 39% 31%

  very important   more   more 21%  every day

  important   much more   much more 45%  multiple times / week

19%  once a week
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Used effectively, this enhanced appreciation of urban 
greenspaces could drive community action that supports NBS 
delivery and maintenance, both in parks themselves and within 
broader intervention areas. Such action could be targeted where 
potential benefits are greatest (e.g., in areas where existing 
access to nature is limited or where communities are particularly 
vulnerable) or where the risks to people and place are most 
prominent (e.g., flood risk areas, heat island hotspots or air quality 
management areas).21 

Translating this increase in appreciation for parks and greenspaces 
into tangible delivery of NBS will require continued community 
consultation, as well as sustained collaboration between LAs, 
third sector advocates, and potential private investors. To use the 
Citizens Survey and GM Parks User Survey data effectively, LAs 
will need to further consider the opportunities and challenges that 
influence NBS investment across internal teams and departments.  
 
Greater Manchester Local Authority NBS Workshop

The LA NBS Workshop was held virtually and brought together 
officers from across the ten LA districts of GM to collectively 
address questions related to the role, function, and future 
delivery of NBS across the region. Participants were tasked 
with answering three key questions. The answers were then 
thematically analysed and the key themes identified are 
outlined in Table 4.22 

Table 4: LA Workshop questions and emergent themes

Question Number of responses Key themes identified

What local authority priorities  
do/could Nature-based Solutions  
satisfy, and how?

56

•	Flood risk and water quality

•	Targets and policies 

•	Health and wellbeing

•	 Liveable and sustainable communities

•	Biodiversity 

•	Active/green travel 

•	Management and maintenance 

•	Climate adaptation and resilience 

•	 Improving existing Green Infrastructure 

•	Sustainable development 

What support would be  
useful to help make using  
Nature-based Solutions  
the ‘new normal’?

48

•	Financial support 

•	 Education and training 

•	Standards and requirements 

•	 Political support

•	Case studies

•	Policy 

•	Citizen engagement 

•	Collaboration 

To further the funding of  
Nature-based Solutions within 
local authorities who do we need 
to engage, and how can the 
IGNITION project help encourage 
local authorities to look at  
co-investment in green spaces? 28

•	 Internal teams and departments 

•	Communities 

•	 External organisations 

•	Utilities companies 

•	Central government 

•	Taxation 

•	 Linking agendas

•	 Innovative parks investment 

•	 Innovative management practices 
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IGNITION NBS Evidence Base 

To establish funding models for NBS, the IGNITION project 
undertook a mass-collation of evidence for five urban NBS 
across twelve environmental, social, and economic benefits. The 
initial collation gathered over 1,000 individual academic articles 
and studies, to provide a foundation of quantifiable evidence to 
identify how NBS perform and who they benefit. This Evidence 
Base has been used across the IGNITION project and within 
the wider NBS sector to gain a greater understanding of the 
strengths and weaknesses of NBS.

This base of knowledge, and the gaps identified within it, are 
informing the research carried out by the University of Salford’s 
NBS Living Lab as part of the IGNITION project. The NBS 
covered were green roofs, green walls, sustainable drainage 
systems (SuDS), urban parks and green spaces, and street trees. 
The breadth of research compiled demonstrates the economic, 
social, and environmental drivers for investing in NBS and show 
that, when all benefits are considered together, the payback of 
NBS far surpasses their non-green alternatives.

The full NBS Evidence Base is available here, along with a guide 
on how to use the data and the current data summaries. The 
Nature-based solutions to the climate emergency: the benefits 
to business and society report translates this vast amount of 
data into an accessible report, co-authored by UKGBC, BITC, 
and GMCA.

Evidence Summary

When considered together, the results of the Citizens Survey, 
the GM Parks User Survey, the LA NBS Workshop, and the NBS 
Evidence Base highlight a range of new and existing ways that 
NBS can be effectively considered within LA decision-making, 
policies, and practices to enhance public sector investor 
confidence and increase NBS delivery. 

Broadly, the Citizens Survey and GM Parks User Survey show 
the citizen demand for greater investment in the region’s 
natural capital. These findings build on the case for investment 

Revision 3

CRIME 
LEVELS

Nature-based Solutions Benefits

Green walls

Air quality

Carbon storage 
and sequestration

Water quantity 
and quality

Temperature

Energy use

Noise

Land and property value

Amenity

Biodiversity

Local economic growth

Green roofs

Urban green 
spaces, parks 
and vegetation

Street trees and 
SuDs-enabled 
street trees.

Sustainable 
drainage 
systems (SUDS)

What is natural capital? 

Natural capital is considered 
as ‘stocks’ of natural assets 
including geology, soil, air, 
water, and all living things. 
These elements provide value, 
benefits, and services to 
people and places.
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in NBS made by the Evidence Base, and outline where and 
how LA action towards NBS implementation and management 
should be taken.

The Citizens Survey shows that a clearer understanding of NBS 
is needed to maximise the opportunity for further engagement 
with GM residents. Clear language and effective communication 
of the role, function, and different types of NBS should be 
considered in future community engagement activities.

The GM Parks User Survey highlights how much GM citizens 
value the region’s green spaces at a personal level, and indicates 
willingness to pay towards their upkeep and enhancement. This 
research can help inform LAs on the potential of community-led 
funding mechanisms. 

Alongside this community perspective, the LA NBS Workshop 
data reflects current LA thinking with regards to NBS. 
The LA NBS Workshop data highlights where city officers 
feel they could benefit from greater support, and outlines 
what they believe the current and future opportunities 
for NBS investment to be. 

Underpinning this research, the NBS Evidence Base 
provides a wealth of evidence that supports the case for 
NBS implementation. The data can be used to inform future 
LA decision-making and bolster dissemination and engagement 
campaigns. The evidence supports the development of rational 
business cases for nature-positive investments. 

Taken together, these findings contribute to a series of 
opportunities that LAs can use to assist their operations. 
They are supported by a range of guidance notes, resources, 
mechanisms, and examples to help them seize these 
opportunities effectively, to enhance investor confidence in NBS. 
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Internal  
Opportunities 
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The GM Parks User Survey and the LA NBS Workshop highlighted 
an expectation (amongst citizens and LA officers) that the LA should 
take a central role in coordinating NBS delivery and management:

•	 98% of GM Parks User Survey respondents see the 
LA as responsible for the essential maintenance of 
parks and greenspaces. 

•	 84% of GM Parks User Survey respondents see the LA as 
responsible for any improvements, such as play installations 
and wildlife planting. 

•	 29% of LA NBS Workshop responses identified ‘internal teams 
and departments’ as the principal stakeholders to advance 
NBS funding.

In addition, a significant number of LA NBS Workshop attendees 
referenced the need to link agendas, for example between the 
environment, health, wellbeing and a post-COVID recovery 
(Figure 2 below). Similarly, there was strong reference to the 
need for innovation in taxation, management practices, and 
parks investment which suggest a range of opportunities within 
the internal operations of LAs. 

The following section will outline a range of considerations 
for LAs to assist them in enhancing cross-departmental 
collaboration, fostering an organisational culture of change and 
innovation, and using alternative investment and management 
approaches that can embed the use of NBS as business-as-
usual practices. 

Of GM Parks User Survey respondents: Of LA NBS Workshop 
responses:

Figure 2: Proportional representation of themed responses to Question 3 of the LA NBS Workshop  
To further funding of NBS within local authorities who do we need to engage, and how can the 
IGNITION project help encourage local authorities to look at co-investment in green spaces? 

98% 
see the LA as responsible 
for the essential maintenance 
of parks and greenspaces. 

84% 
see the LA as responsible for 
any improvements. 

29% 
identified ‘internal teams 
and departments’ as the 
principal stakeholders to 
advance NBS funding.

Internal Opportunities

Internal teams 
and departments

Communities

Innovative parks investment

Utilities companies

Taxation

Innovative management 
practices

Linking 
agendas

Central government

Elected leaders

External 
organisations

The IGNITION Project
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Build cross-departmental 
bridges for NBS

Increasing internal collaboration can help to embed NBS 
principles and practices within the operations of a wider range 
of teams and departments, whose operations have statutory 
remits. This could provide access to more varied and secure 
funding streams for the development and maintenance of NBS.

LA officials highlighted Highways Departments, Growth 
and Regeneration Teams, Planners, Capital Programmes, 
Corporate Land Management, and Corporate Property Teams 
as key stakeholders to better engage in order to advance NBS 
funding. The LA NBS Workshop also highlighted the need for 
strategic thinking across senior leadership in LAs to ensure the 
full lifetime costs of NBS are built into LA development plans. 
This would overcome the disconnect between the short and 
long-term costs of NBS implementation and management. 

Efforts to enhance the cross-departmental scope of NBS would 
benefit from being championed further by elected council 
leaders, raising its profile within the LA. Achieving this requires 
the growing NBS Evidence Base to continue to be ‘brought to 
life’. Resources such as the virtual tour of IGNITION’s Living Lab 
or Grow Green’s ‘Seeing is Believing’ video tour of West Gorton 
Community Park provide valuable assets for LA officers to 
use when communicating the value of NBS to colleagues and 
elected leaders. 

Crucially, NBS can bridge strategic objectives and offer 
synergies for multiple LA priorities,23 providing their function 
and benefits are understood and communicated effectively. 
Multi-agency public sector funding can pool resources to deliver 
mutual objectives. Identifying opportunities to link NBS across 
multiple LA agendas will increase access to funding. 

26 –27
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Trees in urban areas 
add amenity value.

Trees and green 
infrastructure provide 
habitats for wildlife in 

urban areas.

Salford City Council’s Green City Programme (GCP) took a 
cross-departmental approach, placing nature at the heart of 
a city-wide regeneration initiative. The GCP has successfully 
leveraged funds from Salford City Council’s Highways 
Department to invest in NBS and deliver multiple projects on 
the ground. The programme recognised the capacity of NBS 
to meet multiple strategic objectives simultaneously: enhancing 
placemaking and liveability, providing health and wellbeing 
benefits, reducing flood risk and improving surface water 
management, and delivering economic returns on investment 
in the long-term. 

Example: Salford City Council’s Green City Programme

Reduced runoff 
into drains and 
watercourses

Surface  
runoff from  
the highway

Increased irrigation to trees

Why are they doing this in Salford?

Trees intercept 
pollutants such 
as nitrogen dioxide 
and harmful 
particulate matter 
from car exhausts.

Street trees make 
places more 

attractive areas in 
which to live.

Well designed and 
planned green 

infrastructure can 
reduce maintenance 

in the long term.

Maintenance of green 
infrastructure is an investment 

in a valuable asset.

Safe, attractive and 
well maintained 
greenspaces 
encourage walking.

Green infrastructure and access to 
nature can play a significant role in 
reducing stress

Flood and Surface Water Management

Health Benefits

Placemaking and liveability

Sustainable Maintenance

Trees and green infrastructure absorb rainwater.

Winter rainfall has increased in 
the UK over the last 40 years.

Reduced 
flood risk Increased 

amenity 
value

Increased 
bio- 

diversity

Increased 
property 

value

Reduced 
maintenance 

cost

Green 
Asset

Improved 
mental 
health

Encourages 
exercise

Improved  
air quality

Improved  
water 
quality

Resilience 
to climate 

changeGreen infrastructure 
can trap and intercept 
pollutants before they 
reach water courses.

12%
of rainfall is intercepted 
by deciduous trees during 
the winter months.

80%
Amount of runoff 
that can be reduced 
by trees compared 
to asphalt.

15.4% 
Salford has 15.4% 
tree canopy cover 
although there are 
wide variations across 
the city.

20% 
minimum tree cover 
recommended for 
towns and cities.

3–15% 
Amount that street 
trees can add to 
property values 
in an area.

50%50%
Less particulate matter 
entering roadside houses  
with a line of street trees.

50%50%
Lower risk of heart 
attacks and diabetes 
with regular walking

1 in 41 in 4
experience mental 
health issues.

25 : 125 : 1
For every £1 spent, parks 
yeld at least £25 of benefits.

Original graphics on this page by Salford City Council.
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Findings from the LA NBS Workshop highlight which LA priorities 
(or agendas) GM officers perceive NBS as capable of satisfying 
(Figure 3 below). The variations in responses also highlight 
where links to LA priorities are weaker, signposting where future 
training and education efforts could be targeted to have the 
most value. 

Increasing NBS expertise and practices within LAs would 
improve efforts to link NBS across more LA agendas, 
diversifying and enhancing them. Using Public Practice 
Placements presents one means of practically enhancing LA 
capacity for more proactive and progressive placemaking. 

Figure 3: Thematic distribution of responses to Question 1 of the LA Workshop  
What local authority priorities do/could nature-based solutions satisfy and how?
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Mentions % of Total Responses
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‘Business-as-usual’ operations will not deliver on environmental 
commitments either locally or nationally, and the future-proofing 
of our communities requires continued innovation in approaches 
to placemaking and place management. If LAs are to ‘build back 
better’ and initiate a ‘green recovery’ following the COVID-19 
pandemic, innovative approaches to in-house NBS investment 
and management must be explored. 

According to GM LA officials, facilitating a change from 
established practices and embedding the implementation 
of NBS as the ‘new normal’ within LA operations requires 
the following: 

Figure 4: Thematic distribution of responses to Question 2 of the LA Workshop 
What support would be useful to help make using NBS the new normal?

Foster a culture  
of innovation
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Upskilling internal teams through greater education and training 
initiatives will be essential if NBS principles and practices are to 
become established norms. Multiple responses pointed to the 
need for training regarding the emerging biodiversity net gain 
policy requirements, as well as for further information regarding 
the benefits of NBS. Findings also pointed to the need for more 
specialised expertise in-house, particularly within Highways 
Departments and amongst contractors. 

Regarding biodiversity net gain, CIEEM and the Planning 
Advisory Service , and the GMCA provide information that can 
help LA officers plan and prepare for their transition towards 
embedding biodiversity net gain as common practice. 

When considering the benefits of NBS, the IGNITION project 
report – Nature-based solutions to the climate emergency – 
clearly outlines the benefits to both business and society and 
provides an overview of associated CAPEX and OPEX figures for 
a range of interventions (see Figure 5). The extensive IGNITION 
NBS Evidence base and its supporting resources also provide 
a starting point to delve deeper into the statistics surrounding 
NBS performance, which can then be extracted into funding 
or business proposals as well as communications on NBS. 
Utilising robust evidence that supports the financial case for 
NBS delivery and management will lessen the perceived risks 
associated with its short and long-term investment and will 
bolster the case for its enhanced consideration.

Education and training needed:

What is biodiversity  
net gain?
 
Biodiversity net gain is an 
approach to development that 
leaves biodiversity in a better 
state than before. Biodiversity 
net gain requirements 
will be brought into effect 
by the Government’s 
Environment Bill. Biodiversity 
net gain principles aim to 
ensure that developments 
minimise any negative 
impacts, restore existing 
areas and provide an overall 
increase in natural habitat 
and ecological features. 

What is CAPEX and OPEX? 
 
The Capital Expenditure 
(CAPEX) and Operational 
Expenditure (OPEX) of 
NBS refer to the initial 
costs of implementation 
and the long-term costs of 
maintaining and managing any 
interventions, respectively.

More specialised 
expertise in-house 

especially for:

Biodiversity net gain 
policy requirements

Benefits of NBS Highways 
Department

Contractors
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Common alternative terms: Living Roof, eco-roof, roof garden, brown roofs, 
green-blue roofs, biodiverse roofs 

6.7%
Total energy savings for the space 
directly below the green roof

6.9%
Uplift to property value by 
an accessible green roof

11db
Noise reduction by an 
extensive green roof

Green wall
Vegetation growing on or against a vertical surface

8%
Total energy saving 
for adjacent space

2.7˚C
Reduction in indoor  
temperature from  
green façade

18–35%
NO2 removed in 
street canyons

Common alternative terms: Green facades, bio-responsive/bio reactor façade, 
living walls, vertical greening system, green screen, hedges

Urban parks and green space
Areas that are naturally or artificially covered with vegetation (e.g. grass, bushes or trees). Can range 
from playing fields and highly maintained environments to relatively natural landscapes

Common alternative terms: Urban parks, urban green cover, amenity grassland and sports pitches

10% 
Increase in willingness to pay 
for products associated with 
green cover

v

84.2%
Rainwater runoff  
retention

9.5%
Increase in property 
value in direct or close 
proximity to a park

Extensive 
green roof

£6
Intensive 
green roof

£11

Average OPEX maintenance cost
(£ per m2yr)

Living wall
£38

Average OPEX maintenance cost
(£ per m2yr)

Extensive 
green roof

£126
Intensive 
green roof

£176

Average CAPEX installation cost 
(£ per m2)

Urban parks and green space
£0.71

Average OPEX maintenance cost  
(£ per m2yr)

Green façade
£282

Living wall
£702

Average CAPEX installation cost 
(£ per m2)

Common alternative terms: Drainage systems, natural drainage systems, Water 
Sensitive Urban Design (WSuDS) 

Sustainable drainage system (SuDS)
The management of surface water runoff within the urban environment to mimic the natural drainage 
processes, while supporting broader biodiversity and amenity aims

60–72% 
Rainwater runoff 
retained

79%
Total suspended solids removed in filter strip/
swale SuDS system

60–80%
Similarity in species 
richness to a  
natural pond

Swale
£23

Detention 
ponds/basin

£30
Retention 
ponds/basin

£26

Raingarden
£336
Soakaway
£366

Average CAPEX installation cost 
(£ per m2)

Detention 
ponds/basin

£0.33

Soakaway
£0.12

Swale
£0.10

Retention 
ponds/basin

£1.10

Average OPEX maintenance cost
(£ per m2yr)

Revision 3

CRIME 
LEVELS

30–50% 
Increased restaurant 
patronage

3˚C
Air temperature 
reduction

5.5kg
Carbon sequestered 
per tree annually

per tree
£248

SuDS-enabled 
street trees

£7,477

Average CAPEX installation cost 
(£ per m2)

per tree
£0.12

Average OPEX maintenance cost
(£ per m2yr)

Street trees
Trees located next to or within a public road

SuDS-enabled street trees
Street trees combined with a sustainable drainage system

Green roof
Vegetation growing on any structure’s horizontal surface

Figure 5: Benefits, CAPEX, and OPEX of multiple NBS 
The following illustrations provide a summary and comparison  
of the headline findings* for each of the NBS researched.

* Average cost data taken from IGNITION 
project cost collation database, containing 
technical reports and supplier information 
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To support organisations to increasingly consider NBS, UKGBC’s 
‘Principles for delivering urban Nature-based Solutions’ report 
provides guidance on how to plan, design, deliver and manage 
urban NBS, defining six overarching principles to assist 
decision-makers and practitioners (see Figure 6).24 

Together, the principles and their supporting methods and case 
studies are intended to be of use to a broad spectrum of built 
environment professionals, including planners and policymakers, 
as well as engineers, architects, contractors, developers, and 
building owners, occupiers, and operators. The principles 
address some of the key themes identified within the 

Figure 6: Principles for delivering urban nature-based solutions

LA NBS Workshop (see Figure 4), particularly regarding 
matters of financing (both short and long-term), collaboration 
and community engagement, existing standards (for NBS), 
and emerging policies. 

With a focus on local government, Public Practice offers an 
extensive range of practice notes that are tailored to inform, 
upskill, and assist LA officers around a range of innovative 
topics. The findings and guidance are derived from research 
undertaken during professional placements within LAs and cover 
a broad range of key themes that relate to LA operations: 

Principle 1 
Define  

ambitions

Principle 2 
Asses risks, 
baselines 

and impacts

Principle 5 
Create long-term 

management 
plan

Principle 3 
Maximise 

multifunctionality

Principle 4 
Identify value, 
costs, benefits 

and funding

Principle 6 Collaborate, educate, and innovate

Table 5: Practice notes and guidance for innovating internal operations 

Theme Guidance

Climate •	How can authorities meet their carbon emissions target in new developments?

•	How can officers respond to the climate crisis within an authority? 

Infrastructure •	How can the public sector plan and deliver more inclusive and sustainable infrastructure? 

•	How can authorities develop and implement a green infrastructure strategy?

•	Making the case for a green infrastructure strategy

Communities •	Setting up structures for community-led governance on strategic sites

•	How is COVID-19 changing the way councils engage with communities?
•	How can authorities lay the foundations for meaningful public participation?

•	How can local authorities facilitate meanwhile use for long-term community benefit?

Health •	How is COVID-19 changing public planning?

Delivery •	How can public sector housing delivery teams share knowledge to improve design quality?

•	How can authorities engaged in direct delivery monitor design quality?

Planning •	What does the planning department of the future look like?

•	How can we monitor and evaluate the impact of design review?
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Fostering a culture of innovation for NBS needs continued 
knowledge sharing and the communication of experiences 
and evidence, to help officers better understand the benefits 
to people, place, and planet. 

However, any approaches that challenge established norms 
still need to be tried and tested to ensure the principle delivers 
in practice. LAs are therefore increasingly experimenting, 
particularly regarding alternative management structures 
for their natural assets. 

Alternative greenspace management

Differential mowing techniques have been considered 
to lower maintenance costs to the LA and simultaneously 
enhance biodiversity. 

However, whilst ‘mow less, pay less’ principles have gained 
some momentum amongst LAs, cost savings are not always 
guaranteed. Maximising the benefits to biodiversity may require 
greater investment from the LA.25 Whilst alternative management 
practices may not always provide cost savings, they do provide 
a much wider range of benefits (particularly when combined 
with wildflower planting initiatives),26 which could be viewed 
as a greater return on any money invested. 

The management of high-quality, multi-functional public 
parks and greenspaces is becoming increasingly difficult for 
LAs, and the long-term maintenance demands of NBS are 
a common obstacle to their consideration. This has led to 
a groundswell of research into innovative funding mechanisms 
for these critical infrastructures.

Example: Naturalising the Borough in Wigan
Wigan Council’s Naturalising the Borough campaign has  
re-evaluated the LA’s grass cutting programme to support 
rare species of wildflowers and attract wildlife.27 The campaign 
has been delivered as part of Wigan Council’s ‘The Deal 2030’, 
which is the LA’s strategic response to a £160 million funding 
gap. The underpinning rationale of ‘The Deal’ is to instigate 
a behavioural change in the LA and amongst its communities, 
to ensure high-quality outcomes for people, whilst delivering 
the required savings. 

Example: Plymouth Meadows Campaign
Plymouth City Council’s Plymouth Meadows 2020 project 
started as a response to constrained budgets and limited LA 
capacity to deliver grounds maintenance services (such as grass 
cutting). The project has taken a phased approach: 1) allowing 
areas of grass and wildflowers to grow; 2) allowing those sites 
to mature; and 3) ensuring sites are cut at the end of the year 
to ensure they flourish again the following year. The project 
has collaborated closely with Plantlife and Buglife, who offered 
technical assistance and expertise.
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The LA NBS Workshop signposted innovative approaches 
such as generating revenue through events fees, selling 
goods and services within parks and greenspaces, or 
altering grounds maintenance practices to reduce costs and 
enhance biodiversity (where possible). Effectively utilising such 
approaches is dependent upon nature-positive investments 
being viewed as both viable and essential. There is significant 
research and evidence that outlines the increasing viability 
of nature-positive investments and their long-term cost 
efficiencies. Both natural capital accounts or ecosystem service 
assessments and valuations of associated cost-avoidance can 
be used to identify investment and management opportunities.28

The value of nature’s services can appear most significant 
when considered in relation to health and wellbeing. Across 
GM, CO2 sequestration from GI is valued at £2.4million/year 
and is calculated to prevent the loss of 12,000 cumulative life 
years, directly prevent 60 deaths and avoid costs to health 
care services of £264million/year.29 

The IGNITION NBS Evidence Base and Nature-based solutions 
to the climate emergency report found strong evidence across 
urban NBS for benefiting physical health, mental health, and the 
financial impact NBS can have for businesses that incorporate 
nature for their employees’ wellbeing. This sits alongside 
amenity data from urban parks and green spaces on reducing 
crime rates and improving quality of life, roadside safety, 
willingness to pay, and social cohesion. 

Investing in the quality of nature is an investment in the health 
of local communities, and the role of green social prescribing 
(and green volunteering in general) is becoming increasingly 
acknowledged as a cost-effective means of providing benefits 
for both nature and people.30 Investing further in the connection 
of public health and environmental agendas is crucial if LAs 

Utilise innovative  
investment opportunities

What are ecosystem 
services? 
 
The many benefits that natural 
assets and processes provide 
to humankind are defined as 
‘ecosystem services’. These 
can be the products provided 
to people by nature (food, 
water and resources) or 
nature’s ability to regulate the 
climate, support ecosystems 
(via the water or nutrient 
cycle), or provide cultural 
benefits (through the personal, 
recreational and spiritual 
values of nature to people). 
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Where?

Figure 7: LA decision tree for nature-based solutions levy designation

Setting a proximity-
based levy

Consult

Example criteria for LAs

Determine

Determine Determine Determine

Why?

Everywhere

Park status Park size
Local 

geography

Specific 
areas

Consult Consult Consult

Green Flag >100 acres
IMD decile (least 
deprived 30%)

What is green infrastructure?  
 
Whilst NBS refer to 
individual interventions, 
green infrastructure can be 
defined as those networks 
of natural, semi-natural, and 
environmental features that 
are strategically planned 
across urban and rural 
settings, to deliver a wide 
range of benefits at multiple 
scales. Green infrastructure 
principles champion the 
interconnectivity, accessibility, 
and multifunctionality of 
natural assets. 

are to ‘build back greener’ from the COVID-19 pandemic, in line 
with the ambitions of the GM Five-Year Environment Plan. 

Crucially, translating monetised values into practicable 
revenue streams remains a key challenge to mainstreaming 
NBS, particularly within a resource-scarce public sector. 
The approaches below present some potential opportunities for 
generating revenue for NBS, which LAs can investigate further. 

Taxation

LAs could use novel forms of taxation that support the 
management of existing green infrastructure, or investment 
in new NBS. 

Whilst proximity-based taxation models have been used to 
generate secure funding streams for parks and greenspaces,31 
these can be difficult to replicate successfully due to 
stakeholder resistance, ambiguities surrounding the criteria 
for setting a levy or tax (see Figure 7), and the equity 
of any designations. 

Service charge models are increasingly being considered by 
LAs as a viable means of funding the long-term maintenance 
of any NBS delivered within new development projects. The 
City Finance Lab project has been investigating the feasibility 
of such approaches in Manchester, specifically in the strategic 
regeneration of both the Northern Gateway and Mayfield sites. 
The outcomes and lessons from the City Finance Lab project will 
be valuable for other LAs, both across GM and nationally. 
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Output-based payments for ecosystem services

LAs could use output-based payments for ecosystem services 
(PES) to rationalise and subsidise investment in NBS, though 
achieving this depends upon collaboration and support from 
other stakeholders.38 Such payments are made based on the 
ecosystem services provided, for example, an increase in 
biodiversity. Alternatively, payments could be made according 
to the amount of CO2 or NO2 sequestered by a green wall, or the 
amount of surface water attenuated by street trees. An initial 
understanding of NBS performance can be gained from the 
IGNITION NBS Evidence Base and the Nature-based solutions 
to the climate emergency report.

Getting committed contractual agreements for a 
prescribed level of uplift in ecosystem service provision 
has been considered impractical to date. However, there 
are opportunities to be seized if LAs can work with others to 
tie in output-based PES with the emerging markets for both 
biodiversity and environmental net gain requirements.39 

Planning gain and developer contributions

Utilising planning gains may be more popular with residents than 
proximity-based levies or service charges, though may generate 
opposition from other stakeholders, such as developers. Section 
106 (S106) obligations or a Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL), 
where administered, have the potential to generate funds for 
investment in NBS. Obtaining planning obligations requires: 

•	 Defining them as necessary to make the 
development acceptable.

•	 Directly relating them to the development.

•	 Ensuring they are fairly and reasonably related in scale and 
type to the development.

In addition, directing such funds towards NBS puts them in 
direct competition with other essential public services that have 
formal mandates (such as education or social housing). Even 
so, between 2015–2019, Manchester City Council generated 
over £750,000 for ‘parks and leisure’ services through S106 
contributions.32, 33 In the same period, Salford City Council 
spent £2.9m on open space projects and maintenance via 
funds generated through S106.34

Any planning obligations obtained must increasingly prioritise 
funds for nature-positive interventions that use the principles 
of NBS, particularly where they can satisfy multiple strategic 
agendas simultaneously. 

Looking to the near future, the emerging market for biodiversity 
net gain credits could bypass the competing agendas 
associated with S106 and CIL. The product of impact offsetting, 
biodiversity net gain credits present LAs with an opportunity to 
generate and channel funds towards nature-positive projects.35 
It is therefore essential that GM LAs continue to work positively 
towards the development of GM’s Biodiversity Net Gain Action 
Plan and monitor, evaluate, and disseminate the findings of the 
Chat Moss Habitat Bank Credit Scheme pilot.36, 37 

What are biodiversity net 
gain credits?  
 
When biodiversity net gain 
cannot be created onsite 
or offsite locally, there will 
be the option to purchase 
statutory credits from 
Government. These credits 
will then be invested into 
the creation of biodiversity 
elsewhere. Purchasing 
credits should be a last 
resort as per the biodiversity 
mitigation hierarchy 
(see Section 1.4 here).

What is environmental 
net gain?  
 
Environmental net gain 
expands upon biodiversity 
net gain principles to consider 
the function of wider benefits, 
such as flood protection, 
recreation and improved 
water and air quality. 
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Findings from the Citizens Survey and GM Parks User Survey 
demonstrated that GM residents are willing to contribute to 
the maintenance and improvement of parks and greenspaces 
(see Figure 4), which is corroborated by studies in the NBS 
Evidence Base showing similar statistics. 

The GM Parks User Survey data identified that: 

•	 91% of people were prepared to pay for items and services 
during a visit to public parks or greenspaces.

•	 49% of respondents were willing to spend £2–5 per person 
per visit, on services or items, such as food and drinks or 
activities, and 30% between £5–10 per person per visit.

•	 66% of respondents would not be put off visiting a park 
of greenspace if there were charges for some items 
and services (it was made clear that this would not be 
a charge for access).

Collaborating and engaging beyond local government 
is essential to establish NBS as a key driver for a truly 
green recovery. 

LA officers identified ‘external organisations’ and ‘communities’ 
as integral stakeholders to engage in order to further the 
funding of NBS. Engaging more widely can open up a range of 
investment opportunities from public-private partnerships to 
endowment schemes, innovative green and blended finance 
mechanisms, or community-led initiatives. 

Opportunities for wider collaboration within the governance 
and planning of NBS could provide LAs with a means of 
developing new investment and management opportunities 
to increase and enhance natural capital. 

Use communities 
as an asset 

The GM Parks User Survey data identified that: 

91% 
prepared to pay for 
items and services

49% 
willing to spend £2–5 
per person

66% 
would not be put 
off visiting if there 
were charges

30% 
willing to spend £5–10 
per person

External 
Opportunities
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The existing evidence in the IGNITION NBS Evidence Base shows:

•	 50% of park users visit a local business before or after 
their visit40

•	 10% increase in willingness to pay for products associated 
with high green cover41

The GM Parks Survey data also identified what services and 
activities residents would be most willing to pay for (see 
Figure 8), as well as what park and greenspace projects they 
would be willing to donate towards (see Table 7) and their 
preferred means of donation (see Table 8). 

Figure 8: Willingness of GM residents to pay by activity and service

answered1,504 skipped580

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Car parking

Guided tours

Food and drink

Equipment hire - 
e.g bike or boat

Family activities – 
e.g. treasure hunts

Sporting events 
and activities

Community events – 
e.g. community picnic

Toilets

Purchasing plants or 
trees to take home

Souvenir brochure 
or visitor guide

Educational activities – 
e.g. wildlife or arts workshops

Table 7: Willingness of GM residents to donate by project type

Answer Choices Percentage Number 

Planting trees or creating woodlands 	75.09% 	 1,028

Wildlife projects 	 71.51% 	 979

Projects to reduce the effects of climate change 	57.34% 	 785

Community growing spaces 	39.66% 	 543

Events and activities 	36.23% 	 496

Toilets 	30.75% 	 421

Heritage projects 	30.31% 	 415

Outdoor furniture (e.g., benches, bins and signs) 	30.09% 	 412

General park maintenance 	 27.61% 	 378

Play areas or skate parks 	 27.10% 	 371

Sculptures or art projects 	 21.91%	 300

Formal planting 	20.60%	 282

Outdoor gyms or sports areas 	 17.53%	 240

TOTAL 1,369 

Table 8: Preferred method of donation for GM residents

Answer Choices Percentage Number 

One-off payment of donation – contactless donation 	49.52% 	 780

One-off payment or donation – cash box 	 36.1% 	 569

Sponsor a tree/bench 3	5.56% 	 560

A payment or membership scheme for regular visitors 2	6.10% 	 411

One-off payment or donation – Mobile app donation 	22.67% 	 357

I would not want to make a donation 	14.54% 	 229

Leave a legacy 	 9.33% 	 147

TOTAL 1,575
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The GM Parks User Survey results support the business case for 
similar service and activity-based models. Park appreciation and 
use is at a record high and responses suggest this trend is set to 
continue post-COVID. However, the type of income-generating 
opportunity used by LAs will determine their capacity to raise 
funds for NBS. For example, in Manchester, large-scale events in 
big parks (such as Heaton Park or Wythenshawe Park) generate 
the most income. Over 70% of Manchester City Council’s park’s 
income comes from Heaton Park alone.

As well as payments for services, GM residents demonstrated 
an overwhelming willingness to donate towards nature-
based projects. Wildlife projects, tree or woodland planting, 
or interventions to mitigate climate change were the most 
preferred donation options for GM residents. The delivery of 
NBS could incorporate all three of these projects and should 
therefore be considered as a holistic means of using this 
philanthropic capital. 

Drawing on these findings, there are clear service and activity-
related opportunities for LAs around the provision of food and 
drink services, the establishment of equipment hire, and selling 
plants or trees for residents to take home.42 

These findings support the benefits from NBS for wider local 
economic growth, such as in green business districts (this is 
explored further on page 69).

Example: Mile End Park’s Mixed-Use Greenspace
Mile End Park, located in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, 
generates around 50% of its annual budget from income-
generating opportunities situated within the park. The mixed-use 
space is home to an ecology park, a range of ecology and arts 
pavilions (both available to hire), a karting track, a leisure centre 
and stadium, a climbing wall and other outdoor activities and 
commercial vendors (which lease available units).43 

Service and activity-related opportunities for LA: Most preferred donation options:

Provision of food 
and drink vending 

services Equipment hire Wildlife projects
Tree or woodland 

planting
Climate change 

interventions

Selling plants 
or trees for residents 

to take home
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Community Municipal Investments 

Emerging as a way for communities to invest in public service 
provision and see a low risk return on that investment, 
Community Municipal Investments (CMIs) allow community 
members to mobilise their money for public good. LAs set the 
expenditure plan for CMIs and are responsible for managing 
and delivering the projects, whilst the public funds them. 

Money for projects that benefit communities and nature can 
be generated where traditional budgets are unable to allocate 
sufficient funds. At present there are two LA-oriented CMIs in 
operation in the UK facilitated by Abundance Investment for 
Warrington Council and West Berkshire Council. CMIs are one 
of an emerging suite of green finance initiatives that provide 
opportunities for LAs to innovate their investment through  
cross-sector collaboration.

Capturing this potential is a key area of consideration for LAs, 
and the findings from the GM Parks User Survey show that 
one-off contactless donation methods are most popular for 
supporting these initiatives. 

Developed as part of the Rethinking Parks Programme, 
Nesta has published a ‘Using contactless donation in parks’ 
guide that covers: 

•	 The CAPEX and OPEX of installation and management 
of contactless donation points.

•	 The ins and outs of associated communications 
and engagement campaigns.

•	 Their placement and location within parks.

•	 Their technical functionality outdoors. 

The guidance covers the challenges and opportunities of using 
contactless technologies for park donations from two locations 
in the North and South of England. 

Alternatively, LAs could explore the opportunities associated 
with emerging ‘text-to-donate’ approaches, though ensuring 
the longevity of such investments remains challenging. 

Example: Scotland’s Parks4Life Fund
The Parks4Life Fund – established in partnership between 
Greenspace Scotland and MyParkScotland – is the country’s 
first dedicated fund for parks and greenspaces. The fund is 
supported by an endowment grant from the National Lottery 
Heritage Fund, which matches the sum of donations. As of 
April 2021, the initiative has raised over £24,000 to support 
parks improvements, activities, and projects across Scotland. 

‘Text-to-donate’
One-off 

contactless donation

Payment methods to explore
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Green finance refers to a wide range of bonds, loans and 
funds that can be used to channel investments towards 
environmentally positive outcomes. This area of environmental 
economics is rapidly innovating and LAs could utilise a growing 
number of these approaches to drive investment in NBS. 

The Greater Manchester Natural Capital Investment Plan 
was established following the Mayor’s Green Summit in 2018, 
to mobilise existing and establish innovative sources of funding 
for nature. The plan aims to enhance the opportunities for 
investment in natural capital, acknowledging the complexities 
in delivering an attractive return to the investor, whilst ensuring 
wider benefits in the long-term. The plan has 3 key stages: 

1.	 Identify a pipeline of potential project types which 
need investment. 

2.	Develop finance models to facilitate private sector investment 
without further burdening the public sector.

3.	Produce recommendations to put the plan into practice over 
the next 5 years.

In addition, the Scottish Conservation Project’s £1 Billion 
Challenge Route Map sets out a range of innovative green 
finance initiatives that aim to close the gap between the need 
for climate and nature-positive investment, and the act of 
funding such interventions (see Table 9 below).44 LAs could 
use an increasingly diverse range of green finance mechanisms 
to fund the initial delivery and long-term maintenance 
of NBS. Whilst the scope and function of green finance 
mechanisms is varied, collaboration is key to the success 
of all these approaches.

Unlock capital through 
green finance 
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Table 9: £1 Billion Challenge Initiatives

Mechanism Function Benefits Status 

Vacant and 
Derelict 
Land Fund

Investors contribute to the 
restoration of vacant and degraded 
land and transform it into profitable 
business opportunities that deliver 
biodiversity benefits. 

Returns would come through 
the sale or lease of the 
restored land for pre-approved 
biodiversity-related businesses 
(e.g., vertical farming).

Restored sites could accommodate 
environmental enterprises and connect 
previously disconnected greenspaces. 

Many vacant and derelict sites are 
located in close proximity to communities 
that experience high levels of socio-
economic deprivation, with low access 
to greenspace. Restoration of these sites 
would therefore provide a wide range of 
benefits to communities and the local 
economy, as well as biodiversity. 

Conceptual development

Landscape 
Enterprise 
Networks

Brings multiple organisations 
together to deliver effective 
investment in our landscapes. 

Landscape Enterprise Networks 
(LENs) create a platform to 
aggregate payments for ecosystem 
services, which can also be 
blended with public finance to fund 
‘public goods’. 

LENs help business to invest in the natural 
assets upon which they depend, framing 
such nature-based investments as an 
exercise in risk management that will 
abate long-term costs. 

LENs champion the multifunctionality 
of landscapes in order to maximise 
the benefits to regional economies 
and society. 

Ready to use 

Nature-
Based 
Carbon 
Payments: 
‘Carbon Plus’

Offsetting ‘unavoidable’ emissions 
by purchasing nature-based 
carbon credits. 

Payments could go towards funding 
peatland restoration or woodland 
planting, enhancing aquatic environments 
or greening our cities through 
NBS implementation. 

Conceptual development

Net Positive 
for Nature

Money from developers or 
landowners is invested back into 
nature, so that beneficial outcomes 
outweigh any negative impacts 
associated with development. 

Compensatory measures can be used to 
ensure nature is provisioned for across 
the development life cycle. Other such 
measures include biodiversity and 
environmental net gain requirements. 

Conceptual development

Blended 
Finance

Combining private investment with 
public sector funding, grants or 
other philanthropic sources. 

This mechanism facilitates levels of 
investment that would not be possible 
from individual financial stakeholders. 

The collaborative approach that is 
championed by blended finance initiatives 
makes them more holistic projects 
and also benefits their longevity. 

In active development

Mechanism Function Benefits Status 

Natural 
Capital 
Pioneer Fund

Impact investors provide capital 
(initially supplemented by grant 
funding) to businesses meeting 
an agreed, environmentally 
positive criterion. Profits from the 
businesses are then repaid to the 
investors with interest. 

The fund can boost innovation 
for businesses aiming to protect 
and enhance biodiversity. 

Steered by conservation finance 
specialists and an investment committee, 
the fund would ensure positive benefits 
for nature are delivered. 

Ready to use

Nature-
Climate Bond

LAs issue bonds directly to the 
public via a crowdfunding platform. 
Initial investments are drawn 
from a wide pool of small stakes, 
with returns produced through 
long-term savings or via income 
generation of interventions that 
are funded. 

Low stake, low risk, and easy to establish. 
These bonds could fund NBS, such as 
the creation of greenspaces or delivery 
of SuDS. 

This model provides a cost-effective 
means for LAs to tackle the climate-
biodiversity crisis and provide for 
local communities. 

In active development

Invasive 
Non-Native 
Species 
Loans

Loans are made available to stop 
the spread of invasive non-native 
species (INNS). 

These could be paid back 
via management cost savings 
over time. 

INNS are 1/5 key drivers of biodiversity 
loss globally, therefore limiting their 
impact would relieve pressures on aquatic 
and terrestrial ecosystems. 

Such biosecurity measures can provide 
physical and financial protections against 
the negative impacts of INNS. 

In active development

Marine Fund Contributions from industry 
representatives that rely 
on the marine environment, 
to fund protection and 
restoration campaigns. 

The levy could generate funding for 
a wide range of conservation activities 
or environmental improvements. 

(This model is only suitable 
in certain geographies) 

In active development
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There is a strong culture of cross-sector, environmentally 
focused collaboration across GM, which should continue to 
be nurtured and developed. The region has benefited from 
the collaboration of LAs, environmental NGOs, and universities; 
successfully attracting funding for green infrastructure 
research and NBS projects. 

The NBS Evidence Base helps its users to identify where 
one intervention can provide multiple benefits simultaneously, 
some of which will benefit stakeholders directly. This then 
provides a foundation to identify where co-investment 
opportunities are possible. Co-investment approaches benefit 
from harnessing generic NBS qualities, such as the energy 
reduction (and subsequent cost savings) accrued via the thermal 
insulation of green roofs and walls.

Whilst there has been positive action towards raising 
the status of NBS within policy, decision-making and 
developments across GM, there is still further progress 
needed to unlock the full potential of the innovative,  
co-investment mechanisms outlined here. 

Explore co-investment 
opportunities 

External opportunities
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Parks Foundations

Using multi-sector collaboration to support parks with time, 
expertise and funds, Parks Foundations are independent 
charities that are made up of a board of trustees, LAs, staff 
members, volunteers, and local businesses. They are designed 
to work alongside LAs and help to add value to parks and 
greenspaces by: 

•	 Generating income.

•	 Coordinating volunteering opportunities.

•	 Supporting community activities. 

•	 Encouraging park usage. 

•	 Promoting the benefits of parks for public health 
and wellbeing. 

Example: Bournemouth’s Parks Foundation
The Bournemouth Parks Foundation (BPF) is now a financially 
independent charity that drives innovative fundraising 
campaigns with total revenues of over £100,000 a year. 
The BPF also manages a community-run café, runs physical 
and mental health and wellbeing walks, provides free yoga 
sessions, and regularly raises funds for projects through 
grants or crowdfunding. 

Parks Foundations offer a way for GM’s LAs to capture and 
mobilise the local value and potential identified by the GM 
Parks Survey. Nesta has published a ‘How to set up a Parks 
Foundation’ toolkit that can assist LAs in the design and delivery 
of Parks Foundations. 

SuDS ‘payments for outcomes’ model

Findings from the LA NBS Workshop recognised ‘utility 
companies’ as key stakeholders to be engaged further in the 
delivery of NBS. The initial programme of work for the IGNITION 
project has investigated the potential for funding NBS SuDS 
retrofits across publicly owned sites. This approach targets 
sites within priority areas for the water company, maximising the 
water management benefits while also providing incentives to 
site owners by reducing their wastewater charges, through the 
banding charge mechanism (illustrated in Figure 9). In principle, 
the upfront costs involved in the installation of SuDS can be 
offset against and repaid through payments for outcomes, 
such as reduced sewer overflows or sewer flood incidents.

The IGNITION project is currently working with United Utilities 
(the regional water and wastewater wholesaler) to agree a 
pipeline of projects to trial this approach. If successful, the 
project will finalise a governance model and investment case 
to approach wider private and public investors. The continued 
engagement of LAs with the IGNITION project and United 
Utilities will therefore assist the development of this model 
and may help to deliver cost-effective SuDS retrofits that 
provide a wide range of ecosystem service benefits. 
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Example: SuDS for Schools
The banding charge aspect of the model has been tested 
at Moorlands Junior School (located in Sale, GM borough of 
Trafford), where the installation of SuDS has provided an annual 
saving of £ 2,811.45 This is in addition to maximising the nature-
based education opportunities for the children, installing an area 
with plants that attract wildlife, enhancing the biodiversity of 
the school grounds and providing space for outdoor lessons.46

Example: Dales Brow SuDS Co-Investment 
The Dales Brow SuDS project was co-financed and delivered 
collaboratively via a partnership between City of Trees, Salford 
City Council, the University of Salford, the Environment Agency, 
the Natural Course, and United Utilities. A £127,000 co-
investment in the neighbourhood-scale SuDS scheme turned a 
previously waterlogged greenspace into a multifunctional asset, 
utilising NBS to deliver multiple benefits to all stakeholders. 
The SuDS serve a vital drainage function, reducing pressure 
on the combined sewerage system while contributing to 
improved water quality. This transformed wetland site now 
enhances biodiversity and provides a high-quality recreation 
space, benefiting the local area and its community members, 
and encouraging inward investment. The site provides climate 
change adaptation benefits at a relatively low cost; something 
that could be easily replicated with the right investors. 

Area disconnected
from sewers network

Existing Chargeable
Area = 1650m2

New Chargeable
Area = 1400m2

(1650–250)

Method A: SuDS Infiltration

BAND 5
£2412.70

BAND 4
£1153.48

Exhisting Area Modified Area

SuDS Infiltration

Area disconnected
from sewers network

Existing Chargeable
Area = 1650m2

New Chargeable
Area = 1450m2

(1650–(250 × 80%))

Method B: SuDS Attenuation

BAND 5
£2412.70

BAND 4
£1153.48

Exhisting Area Modified Area

SuDS Attenuation

Figure 9: Ignition Banding Charge Model
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Green roofs ‘payments for outcomes’ model

The IGNITION NBS Evidence Base documents how green 
roofs can: 

•	 Provide a 6% energy saving through thermal insulation. 
•	 Capture 75% of rainfall. 
•	 Provide a 7% increase in property value (when the roof 

is accessible).

In most cases, however, these benefits and savings are 
not effectively considered when investing in green roofs. 
By continuing to quantify and communicate the value of the 
ecosystem services green roofs can provide, capital investments 
in green roof infrastructure can be increasingly rationalised 
against the long-term benefits they deliver. 

Example: Stockport Bus Interchange Green 
Roof Installation
A cost-benefit analysis (CBA) of Stockport Interchange’s 
regeneration plans found that a self-irrigating blue-green 
roof system could deliver capital cost savings compared to 
storm attenuation tanks, whilst providing wider environmental 
and social benefits as well. The CBA concluded that using 
NBS could provide capital cost savings of £116,000 by 
avoiding the need to dig through contaminated soil and rock. 
In addition, the CBA quantified that £14,100 could be saved 
per annum through reducing the wastewater banding charge 
via the use of NBS (see page 65 for more information 
regarding banding charge reductions). 

Public-private partnerships

Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) are formed via 
partnerships between public and private actors, who agree on 
an additional levy to be charged on top of standard business rates 
in order to fund projects. Funds generated by BIDs could be used 
to deliver NBS that provide protections to at-risk infrastructures 
(for businesses operating in an area of flood risk, for example) 
or to provide wider benefits to business and society. 

The Nature-based solutions to the climate emergency: 
The benefits to business and society report documented: 

•	 10–50% increase in willingness to spend on products whilst 
in the presence of street trees in a central business district.47 

•	 30– 50% increase in restaurant patronage due to 
street trees.48 

•	 40% increase in commercial trading rates after investment 
in well-planned greenspace.49 

The Nature-based solutions to the climate emergency: The benefits to business and society  
report documented: 

+10%

+50%
+30%

+50%
+40%

Willingness to spend on products 
whilst in the presence of street trees in 
a central business district

Restaurant patronage due  
to street trees. 

Commercial trading rates after 
investment in well-planned greenspace. 

6% energy saving 
 

75% rainfall capture 
 

7% increase in value 
when the roof is accessible

Green roofs can provide:
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Target stakeholder engagement campaigns

Future engagement between GM LAs and both business 
and community members can be informed by the findings 
of the Citizens Survey, GM User Parks Survey, and the 
NBS Evidence Base. 

Both the Citizens Survey and GM Parks User Survey highlighted 
a limited understanding of the terms green infrastructure and 
NBS. ‘Climate resilience’ was even more poorly understood, with 
only 27% of respondents reporting a complete understanding 
of the term. It is important that these terms are more clearly 
understood by community members so that localised NBS 
investment can be recognised as enhancing the climate 
resilience of their neighbourhoods. 

It is important that LAs connect the dots between NBS and 
climate change adaptation and resilience for communities, 
given that 57% of GM Parks User Survey respondents 
reported a willingness to donate to projects that reduce the 
impacts of climate change. Using climate change adaptation 
statistics from the Nature-based solutions to the climate 
emergency report (p. 8 – 11), discussions regarding how 
NBS help us to adapt to increased flooding, heatwaves, and 
urban heat island effect can be facilitated with a range of 
stakeholders.

LA engagement activities would benefit from working to 
increase the understanding of this terminology amongst 
residents, to enhance public confidence in NBS and help to 
capture community buy-in. To achieve this, LAs could tap into 
the work that NGOs such as Groundwork, City of Trees (and 
other former Community Forest Partnerships), and RHS are 
already undertaking with communities at scale. 

Public-private partnerships could therefore link the 
environmental and economic benefits of investing in NBS. 

Example: Victoria’s Green Business 
Improvement District 
The Victoria BID (in central London) undertook a green 
infrastructure audit in 2010, to understand how and where 
green features could best improve flood resilience, enhance 
biodiversity and provide socio-economic benefits to businesses, 
workers, residents and tourists. The initiative mapped the 
ecosystem services provided by green infrastructure across the 
BID and assessed their economic value, making an evidenced 
business case for nature-positive investments across the BID. 

Long-term investment models

To ensure long-term provisions are made for nature, LAs could 
use stewardship models, endowments, or service-charges. 
Organisations such as The Land Trust or Fields in Trust work 
to protect parks, greenspaces and other natural assets in 
perpetuity, forging partnerships with LAs, landowners, and 
communities and acting as interim site managers.50 As stewards 
of greenspace, such organisations can assist in the development 
of long-term investment plans via endowment structures, 
service charge models or others. 

Endowments can provide long-term funding for NBS from the 
interest gained on investments in assets, either via property or 
stock value. Endowments facilitate a steady return, though this 
is dependent upon the initial endowment being large enough to 
yield the requisite income. LAs would benefit from the technical 
services and expertise of organisations such as The Land Trust 
or The Parks Trust to manage investments. 

Respondents reporting a 
complete understanding 
of ‘climate resilience’:

27% only
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Example: Groundwork’s Eco-Streets Competition
In Spring 2021, Groundwork Greater Manchester ran their 
Eco-Streets competition, which offered £6,000 funding to five 
community groups to transform an unused and neglected area 
of their neighbourhood into an innovative green space that 
tackles climate change by prioritising NBS. The competition 
received over 200 expressions of interest and 45 final entries, 
engaging and empowering communities to come up with their 
own NBS to the climate crisis at the local scale. 

Ultimately, LAs are likely to face increasing public pressure to 
ensure the quality and functionality of their natural assets is 
maintained. An overwhelming majority of citizens reported 
that they would like to see more greenspaces in Greater 
Manchester (see Figure 10 below). If LAs are to deliver NBS, 
with resources remaining stretched, they should reflect upon the 
recommendations, opportunities and guidance outlined in this 
report, working to bolster their good work where possible and 
innovate practices where necessary. 

Figure 10: Citizens Survey responses to ‘would you like to see more greenspaces in GM?’ 
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Reflections Combining citizen, LA and NBS-related investment 
research from the IGNITION project, this guide progresses 
understandings of the innovative opportunities available to 
LAs, and the necessary interaction between them and public, 
private, third sector and community stakeholders. 

These enhanced understandings should equip LAs with 
greater confidence to invest in NBS, increasingly embedding 
them as part of business-as-usual practices. As we work 
towards a green recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
LAs have the opportunity capitalise on the public’s 
enhanced appreciation of nature.

There is no quick fix for nature-positive, climate-conscious 
behavioural change either within organisations such as LAs 
or across wider society. However, the recommendations 
outlined at the outset of this guide and the opportunities 
that have followed, aim to assist the next step-change in 
LA decision-making and operating, helping authorities on 
that journey towards creating greener, more resilient, and 
sustainable places for people to live and work. 

74 – 75
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