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Executive Summary

Biodiversity depends on the health of the natural environment and the availability

of habitats that support species survival. Enhancing biodiversity requires a clear
understanding of the local ecological landscape including green and blue infrastructure,
native plants and animals, fungi, soil health, watercourses, and other natural features that
make up our environmental assets followed by identifying priority areas for action.

In 2025, Darlington Borough Council (DBC) passed a motion declaring a nature recovery
emergency, to sit alongside the existing climate emergency. A joint strategy has been
produced, recognising that the two areas are inextricably linked. There will be two
separate action plans. One for climate change and one for nature recovery to ensure that
targets can be more easily measured. These action plans will have clear indication where
an action meets both climate and nature targets. The new declaration aims to address
biodiversity loss and the climate crisis through a joined-up approach. DBC aims not only
to prevent biodiversity loss but to actively create and improve spaces for nature. This
ambition requires collaboration across communities, public services, businesses, and
environmental partners. It needs to be a golden thread throughout all our services.

The Planetary Boundaries framework identifies biodiversity as a critical Earth system,

vital for food and water security, ecological resilience, and climate stability. However,
habitat loss and high extinction rates have already exceeded the limits outlined in the
framework, threatening the stability of other systems. To solve this, DBC needs to support
nature-positive economic strategies, lessen the strain on species, protect and restore
ecosystems, and include biodiversity in planning and policy.
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Introduction and Legal Context

The following information contained within this report is intended to fulfil the statutory
requirement of Darlington Borough Council (DBC) to comply with its biodiversity duty as a
local authority.

Public authorities who operate in England must consider what they can do to conserve
and enhance biodiversity in England. This strengthened ‘biodiversity duty’ was introduced
in the Environment Act 2021.

Statutory Biodiversity Duty was first introduced by Section 40 of the Natural Environment
and Rural Communities (NERC) Act in 2006, which required that ‘every public authority
must, in exercising its functions, have regard, as far as is consistent with the proper
exercise of these functions, to the purpose of conserving biodiversity’. In 2021, the
Environment Act (Section 40, Page 2 of 22, paras 102 and 103) strengthened this duty by
amending Section 40 of the NERC Act and by requiring all public authorities in England to
take steps to conserve and enhance biodiversity in England.

The strengthened ‘biodiversity duty’ that the Environment Act 2021 introduced must be
met by local authorities in England. It requires local authorities to:

1. Consider what the local authority can do to conserve and enhance biodiversity.
2. Agree policies and specific objectives based on the local authority’s consideration.
3. Act to deliver policies and achieve objectives.

A biodiversity report must be published by local planning authorities on a five-year
reporting cycle with a pre-determined reporting period. DBC must publish all reports
within 12 weeks of the reporting period end date.

By law, the biodiversity report must include:
A summary of the action DBC has taken to comply with the biodiversity duty.
The policies and objectives DBC has set to meet its biodiversity duty.

The actions DBC has completed, either alone or in partnership with others, which
benefit biodiversity.

Explain how DBC has taken account of the Local Nature Recovery Strategies,
Protected Site Strategies and Species Conservation Strategies.

Set out how DBC plans to comply with the biodiversity duty in the next reporting
period (five years).

Set out the actions DBC has carried out to meet biodiversity net gain obligations.

Provide details of biodiversity net gains resulting, or expected to result, from
Biodiversity Gain Plans DBC has approved.

Detail how DBC plans to meet biodiversity net gain obligations in the next reporting
period.

Any other information DBC considers appropriate.

This report covers the period 12 February 2024 (the date from which biodiversity net gain
became mandatory for all non-exempt planning applications) to 31 December 2025.
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The following sections outline the relevant policies, objectives and actions that have been
adopted and undertaken by the local authority within this period, in addition to strategies
that have been considered and developed by the local authority. Proposed future actions
to comply with the biodiversity duty, and biodiversity net gain information for this period
are also included.
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Section 1. Policies, objectives
and actions

As a local planning authority, Darlington Borough Council has an obligation to protect the
natural environment. This section explains the policies and objectives the Council has set
to meet its biodiversity duty, in addition to the actions that have been completed, either
alone or in partnership with others, that benefit biodiversity.

11 Policies

Darlington Borough Council has an extensive range of policies that cover the natural
environment and biodiversity. These comprise of overarching strategic documents that
include biodiversity to more detailed policy guidelines that set out how work should be
conducted to protect and enhance the natural environment. The text below provides an
overview of the key policies.

11.2 Climate Change and Nature Strategy 2025 - 2040

In 2019, the Council declared a climate emergency for its own operations. A strategy
and action plan were developed, which included adaptation actions. Following the local
elections of 2023, the climate emergency declaration was revisited and the ambitions
revised. The date for council operations to be carbon neutral was brought forward to
2040. The declaration included a pledge for the council to adapt to climate change and
added more emphasis on external engagement.

In 2025, a nature recovery emergency was declared, to sit alongside the existing climate
emergency declaration. The creation of a joint Climate Change and Nature Restoration
Strategy recognises the critical interlinkage between climate change and biodiversity
loss. It also recognises that human health and wellbeing is impacted by these factors. It
retains the 2040 target for Council emissions, but the Council is now aiming to be net
zero by 2040.

The strategy sets out the Principles for Action into two key areas - Managing the Council’s
own emissions and Managing the Council’s Nature Restoration Emergency. For the
purpose of this report, Managing the Council’s Nature Restoration Emergency Principles
for Action are listed in Table 1.
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Table 1 Managing the Council’s Nature Restoration Emergency Principles for Action

A | Improve the connectivity i. ldentify and map key areas where green

of habitats through the corridors can be either enhanced or created.
creation and/or enhancement
of wildlife corridors and
stepping-stones.

i. Where a continuous corridor is not possible,
create stepping-stones for wildlife.

i. Update Darlington’s Green Infrastructure
Strategy 2013 - 2026 to reflect the current
state of Darlington and the need to enhance
and create wildlife corridors.

B | Increase the resilience of i. Create and/or enhance wildlife corridors and
natural environments stepping-stones.

i. Create arange of diverse habitats.

ii. Increase the size and quality of habitats.

C | Halt and reverse biodiversity i. Deliver targets in Darlington Borough
decline Council’s Tree and Woodland Strategy.

ii. Create or restore alternative carbon sinks,
such as wildflower meadows, grassland, and
freshwater bodies and associated habitats.

D | Ensure all developments in i. Sustainable Drainage Systems (SuDS) are
Darlington are designed for the preferred approach to managing surface
nature and climate water runoff from hard surfaces.

i. Encourage the installation of wildlife features,
such as swift, hedgehog and bee bricks, nest
boxes and hedgehog highways within the
landscaping plans.

E | Review the environmental management practices within Council-owned land.
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11.3 Tree and Woodland Strategy 2021 - 2031

Darlington Borough Council (DBC) adopted the first Tree Strategy for Darlington in 2000.
The strategy covers the following aspects:

- How DBC manages trees that the Council owns.

- How DBC protects the trees on private land.

- Action plan setting out what needs to be done over the next five years to achieve the
aims of DBC.

- Trees that the Council owns are:

- Street Trees - Trees planted in pavements or road verges along the Council’s highway
network. They help to filter traffic pollution, provide shade and cooling for car parking
and pedestrians and improve the overall appearance of the street scene.

- Woodlands - Woodlands cover approximately 3% of the Borough. A number of parks
and open spaces also contains a proportion of woodland.

- Trees in Parks and Open Space - These are commonly the most significant trees in
the area and have a profound effect on visual amenity for residents and visitors and
consequently, upon the leisure experience of users of the open spaces.

- Trees within Cemeteries and Disused Cemeteries - Historic England has bequeathed
parts of West Cemetery a site of special interest and it is regarded as having one of
the finest tree collections in the North of England.

- Housing Area Trees - These are found in and around communal or residential type
gardens maintained by the Housing Department. These trees help to improve the
landscape, especially around communal housing areas and provide shade and cooling
during hot weather and wildlife.

The above categories are not an exhaustive list, as DBC also maintains trees in allotments
and other parcels of land.

11.4 Darlington Council Plan 2024 - 2027

The Council Plan outlines DBC’s long-term ambitions for Darlington and its priorities
over the years 2024 - 2027. The plan recognises the fundamental link between health,
wellbeing, and the economy. The plan has six priorities and core principles with one
focused on the local environment. One of the core principles focuses on tackling climate
change and recognises the impact of climate change on people and the environment.
The Climate Change Core Principle states that DBC will:

- Deliver the climate change action plan to make Darlington Borough Council net zero
by 2040

- Involve all parts of the council in a cross-council approach to sustainability and climate
change

- Work alongside our business community, collaborating with groups such as the
Darlington Employers Environmental Partnership to transition to net zero

- Work with partners, government, public and private sectors, and residents for a
resilient Darlington so we are able to respond and adapt to change
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11.5 Darlington Borough Council Local Plan 2016 - 2036.

Darlington Borough Council’s Local Plan 2016 - 2036 (DBC, February 2022) contains a
series of planning policies which aim to protect and enhance the Borough’s biodiversity.

The Local Plan is a statutory document and has been prepared within the context of a
framework of the National Planning Policy Framework and Planning Practice Guidance
(PPG), and sub-regional and local strategies, including the Tees Valley Strategic Economic
Plan (2016 - 2026), One Darlington: Perfectly Placed (2014), the Darlington Economic
Strategy (2016 - 2026), and Darlington Housing Strategy (2012 - 2017).

The Local Plan has been developed by the Local Plan team in conjunction with the wider
council, and a range of stakeholders and has met the consultation requirements set out in
legislation.

DBC is currently reviewing the Local Plan (2016-2036) to:

Reflect changes to national planning legislation, policy and guidance, particularly the
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF);

Introduce new policies in light of the Council’s climate change and nature recovery
emergency declarations

Ensure the plans remain up to date and remain the primary tool in local planning
decision-making

Extend the Plan period to 2042 to ensure that there will be a 15-year time horizon from
adoption for strategic policies as recommended in the NPPF. This will allow the Council
to anticipate and respond to long-term requirements and opportunities, such as those
arising from major improvements in infrastructure.

The Local Plan provides planning policies which are applied when determining planning
applications to the Council. In summary they will provide for:

The protection of sites, habitats, and species
Measures to support threatened species
Biodiversity Net Gain requirement.

Local Nature Recovery Strategy

Setting out the open space requirements for developers, including provision on and
off-site and financial contributions

Trees, woodlands, and hedgerows including maintaining canopy cover
Ancient woodland and ancient and veteran trees

Protecting green and blue infrastructure

Important open spaces and frontages

Local green spaces

Key Local Plan policies are described in Table 2.
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Table 2 Darlington Borough Council Local Plan 2016 - 2036 policies relating to
biodiversity and nature.

Policy ‘ Policy Summary

Policy DC 2 New development should seek to improve water quality where

Flood Risk & Water possible, as well as maintaining and enhancing the biodiversity and

Management (Strategic habitat of watercourses.

Policy)

Policy H8 The development of a rear residential garden for a new dwelling

Housing Intensification will not normally be permitted except for limited backland and

Back Land or Garden garden development that does not adversely impact the amenity

Development provided by rear garden land; the privacy of existing neighboring
homes; vehicular access and parking safety; and existing wildlife
habitats.

Development proposals must align with the Design of New
Development SPD (2011) or its latest version. The Council aims to
protect housing diversity and maintain local character by resisting
developments on garden land.

Policy H 10 A network of green and blue infrastructure, to be phased
Skerningham Site with Council approval, aims to enhance public rights of way,
Allocation (Strategic protect the River Skerne and its valley, increase community
Policy) woodland, and create interconnected green spaces, including

wildlife-friendly areas and recreational facilities. It also seeks to
shield existing residential properties, preserve hedgerows and
trees, allow for the relocation of Darlington Golf Club, mitigate
biodiversity impacts, incorporate sustainable drainage systems,
and maintain rural gaps between Darlington and surrounding
villages.

The Council collaborated with site promoters and major landowners
to initiate a master planning exercise focusing on landscape and
biodiversity, heritage assets, and community integration, adhering
to Healthy New Town principles. The plan emphasises a high-
quality, landscape-led design, retaining approximately 45% of the
site as accessible green infrastructure and agricultural land while
creating a green corridor along the River Skerne. The development
must enhance the ecological value of the river corridor, following
specific policies for biodiversity protection. An increase in nearby
woodland is anticipated to compensate for any loss due to the
potential golf course relocation, facilitating ecological movement
across the landscape.

Policy H1 The Greater Faverdale site development principles outline a
Greater Faverdale Site Masterplan Framework emphasising high-quality green and blue
Allocation (Strategic infrastructure. Key elements include maintaining public rights of
Policy) way, integrating green spaces for recreation, protecting residential

amenity, enhancing hedgerows and trees, mitigating biodiversity
impact, implementing sustainable drainage systems, creating
green corridors along existing watercourses, and improving access
alongside the Stockton and Darlington Railway.
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Policy ‘ Policy Summary

Policy ENV 3 The preservation and enhancement of urban and rural character
Local Landscape depend on maintaining green infrastructure and openness in
Character (Strategic rural gaps. Development must protect landscapes, biodiversity,
Policy and connectivity, be ancillary to green infrastructure, or occur

through limited infilling on developed land. The continuity of green
corridors and historic routes is essential, promoting landscapes that
conserve traditional features. The Darlington Green Infrastructure
Strategy highlights three green wedges that boost the urban area’s
character and landscape while supporting community needs like
recreation and biodiversity. The network integrates public and
private green spaces to enhance community amenities and access.

Policy ENV 4 Green and blue infrastructure will be safeguarded and enhanced
Green and Blue to create a safe and accessible network of multi-functional open
Infrastructure (Strategic spaces. Development proposals near existing green corridors must
Policy preserve their functions and values. Planning permission will be

denied for any development that results in the loss of green spaces
unless it can be shown that such loss does not significantly harm
local character or biodiversity, and one of the following conditions
is met: there is a surplus of that type of green space, satisfactory
replacement space is provided, or an alternative sports and
recreational provision is developed that outweighs the loss of the
existing space.

At the heart of Darlington’s green infrastructure network is a
network of green corridors. Four green corridors including the River
Tees and the River Skerne function within and across the Borough'’s
boundaries, and eight green corridors, including the former Barnard
Castle Track bed, connect neighbourhoods to the urban and rural
areas. Most are used now, but some will be new corridors (or parts
of) added over the lifetime of this plan. In particular, these will
connect the strategic development locations and the urban fringe,
provide connectivity within the inner urban area and enhance
biodiversity (see Policy ENV 7) and movement (see Policy IN 1)
across the Borough.

Policy ENV 6 Development within Local Green Spaces in Darlington is prohibited
Local Green Space unless it aligns with National Policy for Green Belts. Local Green
Spaces are green areas of particular importance identified by

the local community which require special protection for specific
reasons including their tranquillity and richness of their wildlife.
There are 10 Local Green Spaces currently identified in the Local
Plan.
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Policy ‘ Policy Summary

Policy ENV 7 The UK Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan promotes
Biodiversity and ‘environmental net gain’ and emphasizes the importance of
Geodiversity and biodiversity and geodiversity. Darlington Borough has 42
Development (Strategic designated wildlife sites, including nationally protected and locally
Policy) recognized areas, safeguarding various habitats and species. The

Council plans to create new Local Nature Reserves and extend
existing ones to enhance protection for these environments.
Conservation efforts will ensure the ecological connectivity of the
area, reinforcing sustainable ecosystems necessary for the long-
term viability of local wildlife and habitats.

The Council is committed to protecting biodiversity and
geodiversity by ensuring that significant sites are recognised

and proposals enhancing these areas are permitted, provided
they meet other relevant policies. Development should avoid,
mitigate, or compensate for any adverse effects on biodiversity.
Key measures include enhancing habitats, creating ecological
networks, and supporting management plans of the Tees Valley
Nature Partnership. Specific initiatives are outlined for areas such
as the River Tees and River Skerne green corridors. Development
impacting Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), Local Nature
Reserves, and wildlife sites should be avoided, and any significant
harm should be mitigated or compensated. Existing woodlands
must be retained, with strict regulations on developments that
could harm ancient woodlands or crucial geological sites, ensuring
that local green spaces maintain their wildlife value.

Policy ENV 8 Development proposals must demonstrate net gains in biodiversity
Assessing using the Defra Biodiversity Metric in line with current legislation.
Development’s Impact Applicants are required to conduct a Phase 1 Habitat Survey to

on Biodiversity assess habitats and species, followed by an extended survey for

adversely affected habitats or species. For protected species,
compliance with Habitats Regulations is necessary. A masterplan
for developments of 100 dwellings or more must detail long-term
biodiversity maintenance. If significant harm to biodiversity cannot
be avoided, compensatory measures should be implemented,
prioritising on-site solutions. Developers must also manage non-
native invasive species effectively during development.

The NPPF highlights the need for planning policies to enhance

the natural environment and biodiversity, emphasizing a net

gain approach that improves ecological conditions through
development. The Government plans to formalise biodiversity net
gains in law via the Environment Bill. The Council is considering
local guidance for implementing these gains and points to
opportunities for enhancing wildlife habitats, particularly through
urban green spaces and new developments. Connectivity for
species will be improved along watercourses and green corridors,
benefiting various declining species. Assessments for new
developments will vary based on biodiversity value, requiring
potential habitat surveys. Protected species must be safeguarded,
and any unavoidable impacts should be mitigated through local
enhancements. Off-site mitigation could be considered under
specific ecological justifications. The Council is also exploring
biodiversity offsetting sites to compensate for development impacts
and maintain long-term ecological quality through masterplans and
management plans for larger developments.
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Policy ‘ Policy Summary

Policy IN 9 Policy IN 9 supports renewable and low carbon energy
Renewable Energy initiatives, particularly community-led projects, within the
Infrastructure (Strategic Borough, emphasising the importance of social, environmental,
Policy) and economic benefits in planning decisions. Specifically, solar

power developments can receive planning permission if they
maintain agricultural use where relevant and promote biodiversity
improvements around solar arrays.

1.2 Objectives

The Council has a number of objectives that relate to the natural environment and
biodiversity. These include additional actions that benefit biodiversity, through partnership
working and individually as a council.

1.21 Net Zero

In 2019, Darlington Borough Council committed to becoming carbon neutral by 2050.
However, in recognition of the escalating urgency of climate change, the council
accelerated its ambition in July 2023, bringing forward its target of carbon neutrality to
2040. In 2025, when the nature recovery emergency was added, this target became net
zero by 2040.

The following are actions taken by DBC in the reporting period to contribute towards this
goal:

- In 2024 DBC installed solar panels on five refuse collection vehicles. Savings of
around six tonnes of carbon and £3k in fuel savings were predicted per year as a
result. Since then, the original company has ceased trading, but DBC has found a new
supplier and solar panels will be fitted to 14 new recycling vehicles.

- The actions taken to reduce emissions since 2010 have reduced the Council’s Carbon
Emissions by approximately 50% as of 2024/2025.

- DBC has been running refuse vehicles on hydrogenated vegetable oil, resulting in
much lower and cleaner emissions.

- Solar panels have been added to the Dolphin Centre, DBC’s flagship leisure centre.
These added to the existing panels on the Town Hall roof and the air source heat
pumps in the Hippodrome Theatre mean that we are investing to save across the
corporate sites.

1.2.2 Northeast INNS Strategy and Action Plan

The local authority has been collaborating with multiple partners within the Northeast
Invasive and Non-Native Species (INNS) Action Group to develop and implement a
strategic approach to invasive non-native species management across the northeast.
The goal of the group is to create a strategy that allows increased coordination of
INNS management, increase awareness and biosecurity and improve detection

and surveillance of INNS to create rapid management responses and strategic and
sustainable long-term control and eradication programmes for key species.
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1.2.3 Nature Reserve Site Management Plans

Each of the nature reserves that are owned by the Borough Council have Site
Management Plans which are either managed by the Council or by Durham Wildlife Trust.
These set out the key features of the site and contain information on how the sites will be
managed to improve their habitat value.

1.2.4 Your Tees Catchment Partnership

Your Tees Catchment Partnership (YTCP) is a collaborative partnership of organisations
within the River Tees catchment. DBCs involvement with YTCP is through collaborative
works and steering groups, in partnership with other stakeholders and interested parties
along the Tees to work together to protect, enhance and improve the water environment.

1.2.5 Tees Valley Nature Partnership

Tees Valley Nature Partnership (TVNP) is the local Nature Partnership for the Tees Valley.
TVNP is designated by the Secretary of State and Darlington Borough Council works with
it to identify opportunities for habitat creation and restoration, support nature recovery
across local authority boundaries, promote sustainable development and community
engagement.

1.2.6 Consideration of other strategies

The Council is currently involved in the development of several other strategies outside
of the actions discussed in the previous section. This section will cover how the Council
has considered and contributed to these strategies.

1.2.6.1 Local Nature Recovery Strategy

Tees Valley Combined Authority has been appointed as the Responsible Authority for
preparing and publishing a Local Nature Recovery Strategy (LNRS) for the Tees Valley and
will work with other organisations and partners in the area to agree priorities for nature
recovery in the region.

Darlington Borough Council is a supporting authority currently working in partnership with
the other supporting authorities, which are:

Hartlepool Borough Council;

Middlesbrough Borough Council;

Redcar and Cleveland Borough Council;
Stockton-on-Tees Borough Council,

North York Moors National Park Authority; and
Natural England.

The LNRS will be designed to guide where nature recovery actions will have the

greatest impact. The strategy will seek to identify priority areas for habitat creation and
enhancement, support targeted funding to locations where environmental benefits are
maximised, and align BNG delivery, public authority duties, and landowner incentives with
strategic nature recovery goals
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1.2.6.2 Protected Site Strategy

Natural England is currently preparing the Protected Site Strategy (PSS) for the Tees
Estuary. Whilst Darlington is outside of the Tees Estuary area, impacts from further
upstream within the Tees Catchment will need to be considered for the PSS.
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Section 2: Our future actions

2.1 Creation of Nature Restoration Action Plan

An action plan to set out DBC actions towards meeting the objectives set out in the
Climate Change and Nature Strategy 2025-2040 is in development.

The Action Plan will involve all departments across the Council, with community
involvement, and will be used to measure progress towards targets.

2.2 Collaborative Working

The continuation of collaborative work with Durham Wildlife Trust, Tees River’s Trust
and other charities and organisations, local groups, and businesses, and other relevant
stakeholders is paramount in the Council’s plans. Creation of new collaborative working
relationships across the Borough will also be prioritised.

2.3 Urban Tree Challenge

The Urban Tree Challenge Fund is a Government grant for funding to support the planting
and establishment of standard trees in urban and suburban areas in England. DBC
secured funding to plant 222 trees across 13 different areas of Darlington in 2026. The
trees proposed for planting are predominantly fruit trees to expand existing orchards and
other trees of biodiversity value to expand areas of existing planting. The Countryside
Rangers and volunteers will be undertaking the planting in 2026.

2.4 Habitat Bank Offering

The first DBC habitat bank was approved on the 4 November 2025 at a Cabinet meeting.
This habitat bank is to be managed to provide habitat units for those developments that
require offsite units to achieve biodiversity net gain, providing additional opportunities for
BNG offsetting to be delivered and, as a result, provide positive impacts locally.

The Council aims to begin the process of establishing other sites as habitat banks over
the next five years. This will allow the Council to fulfil its biodiversity duty by providing
local habitat unit options. This will ensure development within the local authority area is
achieving biodiversity net gains locally and securing enhancements for nature at a local
scale.

2.5 Local Nature Recovery Strategy

It is expected that the Local Nature Recovery Strategy (LNRS) will be adopted in 2026.
Moving forward, the Tees Valley Local Nature Recovery Strategy will identify potential
areas to be improved within the Tees Valley for nature. The Council, alongside its
partners, will seek to deliver identified improvements where possible.
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2.6 Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP)

In December 2025, the UK Government published its revised Environmental Improvement
Plan (EIP). This five-year roadmap sets out Defra’s interim targets and plans to restore
nature, improve environmental quality and meet long-term statutory targets under the
Environment Act 2021.

The EIP 2025 is structured around ten ambitious goals, aiming to:

Reduce air and water pollution across towns and countryside.
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Section 3: Biodiversity net gain
information

3.1 Biodiversity Net Gain

Mandatory Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) was introduced through The Environment Act
2021, which inserted Schedule 7A into the Town and Country Planning Act 1990 (as
amended). This provides the legal framework for BNG, which is applied through the
general biodiversity gain condition applied to all new planning applications, subject to a
series of limited exemptions.

BNG is a mandatory requirement for all non-exempt developments to deliver a 10%
increase in biodiversity value as a result of development. Biodiversity value is measured
through the Statutory Biodiversity Metric, with all off-site delivery, and any on-site delivery
that is significant in relation to the baseline biodiversity value, to be secured for at least
30 years.

Planning and validation teams have new responsibilities to assess ecological data as part
of BNG requirements. The Council has undertaken specific tasks to ensure that it can
meet its BNG obligations as a local planning authority.

The Council is one of only a minority of local planning authorities to have an ‘in-house’
ecologist, who has led on and shaped the Council’s approach to the implementation of
mandatory biodiversity net gain, setting processes in place and delivering training to
Council officers.

3.1.1 Meeting biodiversity net gain obligations

To comply with biodiversity net gain (BNG) requirements, local planning authorities

must ensure planning applications include essential documents: a statement on BNG
conditions, Statutory BNG Metric tool, and scaled habitat plans. DBC utilises a validation
checklist aligned with government guidance to verify that these documents are properly
submitted and recorded. Additionally, officers consult national planning resources to
support their approach.

The Council provides online guidance for developers, outlining how BNG is measured,
exemptions, and required documentation. This guidance aligns with the Council’s
validation checks. Officers received training in February 2024 covering legal frameworks,
planning roles, and BNG metrics, with further updates planned for 2025/26.

3.1.2 BNG Data Management

Mandatory BNG has increased both the volume and detail of ecological data submitted

to the Council for planning applications, as well as the amount of data the Council must
store to monitor BNG for at least 30 years. To address this, the Council uses a software
program called Mycelia to track planning applications from validation to assessment and
throughout the monitoring phase. Mycelia is tailor-made to help local authorities manage
the increased data associated with BNG. This has enabled the Council to centralise
applications subject to BNG, along with related metric and unit generation data. Council
teams can use Mycelia to work effectively on planning applications, accurately assess and
progress BNG applications, save time, and drive better environmental outcomes.
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3.1.3 Training

Relevant officers in the Council have attended dedicated training from Verna to ensure
that DBC responsibilities regarding BNG can be met as effectively as possible. This has
included training sessions on the Mycelia software for Development Management staff.

In addition, the Ecologist has had additional training through the Chartered Institute
of Ecologists and Environmental Managers (CIEEM) on interpreting BNG metrics

and reviewing information associated with BNG accurately. The Ecologist has also
been provided with hands-on field training to enhance their understanding of habitat
identification - focused on both widespread and priority habitats found within the local
authority area - which allows us to provide better and more tailored outcomes for our
nature spaces through the BNG process.

3.1.4 Validation Checklist

The Council updated the Validation of Planning Applications guidance document in 2024
to give more details on the minimum local information needed about BNG for planning
applications. This gives applicants clear instructions on what is needed for BNG, adding
to the basic national information requirements for BNG in Article 7 of The Town and
Country Planning (Development Management Procedure) (England) Order 2015. The
extra information helps the Council look closely at each application to see if BNG can

be achieved for development. This helps the Council make sure that improvements for
biodiversity can be made through development.

3.1.5 BNG Monitoring Fee Development

Monitoring costs for the ongoing monitoring of BNG sites have been developed, which
enable long-term monitoring of BNG sites. The monitoring fees will be subject to ongoing
review and will be kept current in line with inflation and any escalating costs.

3.1.6 BNG 5106 Development

Templates for S106 agreements in relation to BNG have been developed. These allow a
quicker turnaround of BNG sites and Habitat Banks.

3.1.7 BNG Data Summary

While at this early stage, relatively few developments have an approved biodiversity gain
plan, the data is presented in Appendix 1 using the DEFRA template. The Defra reporting
output at Appendix 1is a technical data report, but key information for this reporting
period (1 January 2024 to 31 December 2025) is located in Appendix |.

3.2 Planning permissions for the reporting period

There have been 40 planning applications submitted to DBC from February 2024 to
December 2025 which are subject to mandatory BNG. This number excludes those
which were pre-mandatory submission and those applications which are exempt from
BNG under the Biodiversity Gain Requirements (Exemptions) Regulations 2024. More
information on which types of development are exempt from BNG can be found here:
Biodiversity net gain: exempt developments - GOV.UK.
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3.2.1 Overall expected gains and losses from approved
biodiversity gain plans

There have been 12 planning applications that are subject to Mandatory BNG which have
provided satisfactory levels of information in regard to BNG, including an approved BNG
Plan and Habitat Management and Monitoring Plan (HMMP).

Of the 12 applications with approved BNG Plans and HMMP submissions, the following
information relates to how the BNG Units will be delivered:

Ten applications intend to secure BNG through on-site units only.
One application intends to secure the BNG through off-site units only.
One application intends to secure the BNG through Statutory Credits.

Please see Appendix | for the details of the above approved BNG schemes.

3.2.2 Ongoing monitoring and review for BNG

Monitor and review initial processes developed for managing considerations of BNG in
the planning process, including level of support required externally from PAS and Natural
England. Internal processes are in place and subject to ongoing review as BNG becomes
more established and understanding grows. Monitoring and reviewing processes is
necessary and ongoing, particularly with upcoming changes to the legislative framework,
and will be included in the action plan for the next reporting period.

The DBC website will be updated at appropriate intervals to provide guidance for
applicants and developers. This action is ongoing and will be included in the action plan
for the next reporting period.

Continuation of training activities with DBC Officers and Members. This action is ongoing
and will be included in the Nature Restoration Action Plan.

The Council plans to continue to identify and establish suitable habitat banks within the
local authority area, with the goal of increasing the number of offsite units available for
developments within the Darlington area, to ensure that habitat creation is occurring
locally to offset local impacts from development. We are committed to working with
partners such as the Durham Wildlife Trust and others in establishing habitat banks,
developing best practice, and ensuring BNG obligations are met.

A review of enforcement and development of new processes and procedures for BNG
compliance is required, however, no progress on this action has been made to date. The
action will be included in the action plan for the next period.

The Council will support the publication of the Tees Valley Local Nature Recovery Strategy
in partnership with other Tees Valley Authorities and the Tees Valley Combined Authority,
which will provide clear strategic direction for BNG applicable development.
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Section 4: Information about
your authority

Darlington Borough Council is a unitary authority within the Tees Valley Combined
Authority and north east England regions and is the gateway to the regions via national
rail, road, and international air transport infrastructure. The Council delivers borough and
district-level services to residents and businesses in the borough of Darlington such

as housing, children and adult services, planning, waste collection, and environmental
health. The Council’s vision is for Darlington to be one of the best places to live, learn,
work, and invest in the UK, with a strong and sustainable economy, healthy thriving
communities and opportunities for all.

Under the devolution deal, the combined authority has responsibilities around inward
investment, employment and skills, transport, tourism, and business growth. The Council’s
police and fire services are shared with County Durham as is our hospital provision. The
Borough is being transformed by ambitious plans to grow the economy supported by

a strong foundational economy, the relocation of HM Treasury and the creation of the
Darlington Economic Campus, and investment in the town centre and train station.

However, it is still an extremely challenging time with residents, communities and
businesses feeling the legacy of Covid 19, high inflation and the cost of living pressures.

In 2019, the Council declared a climate emergency for its own operations. A strategy
and action plan were developed, which included adaptation actions. Following the local
elections of 2023, the climate emergency declaration was revisited and the ambitions
revised. The date for council operations to be carbon neutral was brought forward to
2040.

In 2025, the Council declared a nature recovery emergency and amended the climate
change target to net zero.

4.1 Governance, management and strategy

Both our climate change declaration and our nature recovery declaration were Council
decisions, putting overall ownership at the highest level.

The lead officers sit within the economy portfolio, with the portfolio holder acting as
champion and ambassador within the elected Members. A 6-monthly report is presented
to Cabinet and Council with an external update report published on the website annually.
The actions in the action plans are allocated to a responsible officer and lead assistant
director (or director, depending on the department). These officers provide reports on
their respective actions.

A separate Member-led Climate Change Working Group was established following

the first climate change declaration and has been expanded to encompass the nature
recovery declaration. This group brings a member of each of the political parties together,
with the Leader of the Council and the responsible portfolio holder, to discuss matters
with officers and provide advice and guidance
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Section 5: Your top
achievements

Activities undertaken between February 2024 and December 2026 are too numerous to
list but include the following:

Ongoing management across the Borough at the Local Nature Reserves and DBC
owned Local Wildlife Sites for wildlife and people. Management includes grassland
and scrub management, pond management and restoration work, reed control and
restoration of wetlands, and dealing with invasive species, including invasive non-
native species.

Creation of new habitat for biodiversity net gain has been undertaken throughout the
Borough with the notable example of Blackwell Parkland, which has a newly planted
orchard, wildflower meadows, reprofiled pond, and enhanced grasslands.

Countryside rangers, volunteer groups, and organisations in collaboration with DBC
planted over 34,000 trees. These included the planting of new orchards, enhancement
of existing woodland, and individual trees. Species selected were suitable for the
locations selected and the majority were native species, offering biodiversity value to
the Borough.

Countryside rangers, volunteer groups, and organisations in collaboration with DBC
planted over 157,000 bulbs of various species including native species such as
snakeshead fritillary and English bluebells.

Flowerbeds throughout the Borough have been planted with a range of ornamental
and native species which support pollinating invertebrates such as hoverflies and
bees.

Additional hedgerow planting and infilling of existing hedgerows to create and
enhance new green corridors for wildlife.

Installation of bird boxes, bat boxes, hedgehog houses, and invertebrate boxes
throughout the Borough have created new nesting and sheltering sites for a range of
species.

Staff and volunteers have been trained in the appropriate treatment of giant hogweed.

Himalayan Balsam seeds have been collected from a range of sites across the
Borough for an ongoing management project.

A range of surveys have been conducted across the Borough to establish habitat type
and condition, and for protected species.

5.1 Carbon audit of Council land

The Council commissioned a carbon audit of Council land to establish its sequestration
potential. DBC was the first UK local authority to look at its land in this way. Initial findings
show that Council-managed land is sequestering 1,192 tonnes of CO, annually, equivalent
to nearly 20% of the council’'s reported emissions for 2023/24. This figure is expected to
rise significantly once soil carbon data and updated tree surveys are incorporated.
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Tree planting has been delivered in partnership with Darlington Forest Group, local
schools, and businesses. The Council is exploring collaboration with Teesside University
to integrate the project into its new Master’'s programme and is launching a school
competition to engage young people in tree planting.

Key outcomes include:

- |dentification of underreported tree assets via GIS, prompting new surveys. This data is
now complete

- Trial plots established to test enhanced sequestration techniques.

- 3.4 hectares of amenity grassland and verges reseeded with wildflower mixes post-
infrastructure works.
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Section 6: How you've raised
awareness and educated the
community

6.1 Community engagement effort

Community engagement efforts, such as Community Action Days and workshops, have
raised public awareness and involvement in conservation. This has had a positive impact
on ecological health, as increased volunteer participation has led to cleaner, well-
maintained habitats and reduced littering in sensitive areas.

Over 8,000 volunteer hours were contributed across the Borough from March to October
2024, with an average of 8-16 volunteers per event, depending on the site and activity.
Activities like flower planting, pruning, and litter collection have directly improved the
aesthetic and ecological quality of parks, while also encouraging public responsibility for
these spaces.

It is important to engage with different demographic groups in different ways and
understand that groups have different levels of education in natural sciences.

611 DOVES

Darlington Open Spaces Volunteer Environment Scheme (DOVES) was established in
2017 to support local volunteers working in the green spaces across Darlington. DOVES
supports the 27 ‘Friends Of" groups throughout Darlington that look after the green
spaces for the community and for wildlife. DOVES aims to educate, raise awareness,
engage with local communities, organisations and schools about biodiversity, nature
recovery, and green spaces. DOVES collaborates with DBC to support the various groups.

6.1.2 Darlington Eco-Fair

DBC organises an annual Eco-Fair which aims to engage the public in how they can live
more sustainable lives and be more environmentally friendly. The Eco-Fair offers the
following:

Eco Businesses - offering information, sales, and customer engagement to showcase
sustainable projects and services, energy saving and green initiatives, consultation,
business to business and business to customer opportunities

Plants and growing - plant swap, growing tips, allotments, and sustainable foods.

Talks and Presentations from a range of subjects including sustainability and nature
based topics.

Local Producer Stalls - foods produced by local artisans and farmers

Not for Profit Organisations - interactive demonstrations, environmental information,
local community groups, advise and support projects, charities, and sustainability

Health and Well-being - meditation, yoga, and well-being workshops
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Craft and Artists - local artists and makers who create items using sustainable sources
and traditional making techniques

Sustainable Travel and Cycling.
Beekeeping with Darlington Beekeeping Association.
Family friendly activities.

The 2024 the Eco Fair had around 3000 visitors attend and the 2025 Eco Fair had
around 5000 visitors. There were over 50 stalls and info stands alongside free eco-
related activities at both the 2024 and 2025 Eco-Fairs. The 2026 Eco Fair will be held on
7th June.

6.1.3 South Park

South Park has produced Tree Identification Worksheets for visitors to the park to learn
about the species and help to identify the trees present in the park and in the wider area.

6.1.4 Britain in Bloom

DBC has been engaged with Britain in Bloom and Northumbria in Bloom over a number of
years with positive results in 2024 and 2025. The awards gained are as shown below:

Northumbria in Bloom 2024 - GOLD
Northumbria in Bloom 2025 - SILVER GILT
Britain in Bloom 2025 - GOLD

6.1.5 Police and Crime Commissioner Project

Police and Crime Commissioner Project is a bulb planting scheme which involves bulbs
being planted in anti-social behaviour (ASB) hotspots across the Borough as part of a
strategy to build pride in local communities and deter crime and nuisance behaviour.

The flower bulbs were planted in partnership with Durham County Council Clean and
Green Team, Darlington Borough Council’s Street Scene, National Probation Service and
volunteers to enhance the areas.

There have been two rounds of planting so far with the first round taking place in 2024
with eight hotspots in Darlington, in 2025 Darlington planting areas focused on locations
close to police stations at the Town Centre, Cockerton and Firth moor.

Over 95,000 bulbs were planting in Darlington as part of round two of the project, the
bulbs were funded by the police.

6.1.6 Pick, pie and pint

Pick, pie and pint is a volunteer scheme for people to meet and pick litter in the town
centre. They then gather for a pie and drink. The group meets regularly and focusses
on key areas whilst socialising. This initiative has proved extremely popular and has now
been running for several years. It is programmed by Darlington Cares and the Rangers
Team.

Biodiversity Duty Actions Report | 27



6.1.7 The Great Park Auction

More than 3,600 hours of volunteering hours have been pledged by companies in a bid
to reinvigorate four of Darlington’s much-loved parks.

The Great Park Auction, organised by Darlington Cares, saw five companies pledge a
total of 3,650.5 employee volunteering hours to work in The Denes, Stanhope Park,
Eastbourne Park, and Fryers Field.

EE pledged 1,300 hours to The Denes, The Darlington Economic Campus and Redde
Northgate donated 700 hours to Stanhope Park, Cummins offered 1,300.5 hours to
Eastbourne Park and The Education Village, EE and The Darlington Economic Campus
volunteered 350 hours to work in Fryers Field. The value of the hours given is equal to
around £37,500 at national minimum wage.

6.1.8 Bedding plant gift

At the end of the winter bedding plant season the horticulture team has launched a new
sustainable giveaway. Members of the public came and dug up the flower beds in South
Park to claim plants, and in total approximately 8000 plants were collected in 2025.

Alongside these the horticulture team is continuing to develop and add more variety to
the types of plants chosen to create more attractive year round schemes. The mixture of
varieties for wildlife helps increase the biodiversity in Darlington.

6.1.9 Beekeepers

Darlington Beekeepers Association has a collection of hives across the town including in
the Denes and on top of the Cornmill Shopping Centre. The beekeepers sell the honey
and offer lots of opportunities to learn about bees and pollination.

6.110 Darlington Street Champions

There are approximately 480 street champions in the borough of Darlington. Street
champions focus on their own patch whether that is outside their house or wider
areas. There are litter campaigns that are run in conjunction with Litter Free Durham &
Darlington’s Big Spring Clean and Keep Britain Tidy’s Great British Spring Clean.

6.1.11 Revamping of Town Hall Planters

The Town Hall planters have been planted with species which offer interest to a range

of wildlife year round. The cherry trees act as a focal point, with blossom in the spring for
pollinators and cherries later in the year to provide food for birds. The ground cover is
native lavender which attracts a range of insects including butterflies and other pollinators
to the predominately concrete area. The mulch on the surface also creates habitat for
invertebrates.
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6.112 Allotments

The Council owns 17 allotment sites in Darlington. There are more than 800 individual
plots. In addition to the Council-owned plots there are self-managed allotment sites
and independently managed sites. The allotment sites allow the community to be self-
sufficient and support local biodiversity through the planting of flowering plants. Five
allotment sites allow bees to be kept.

©6.113 Encouraging home growing

DBC has a seed swap station set up in its main library to encourage the public to engage
in growing their own plants, herbs, fruits and vegetables. The seeds are free, and people
are encouraged to bring in their own spare seeds.

6.1.14 Back Alley Rewilding

Fife Road and Swinburne Road residents have begun rewilding their back alleys with
flowers to make the space more attractive and offering new habitats for wildlife. Langholm
Crescent residents have begun rewilding sections of their alley and are opening some of
the gardens for the National Gardens scheme, with the support of Darlington Rotary.
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Section /: Monitoring and
evaluating your actions

/1 Recording biodiversity data

DBC collaborates with local environmental groups such as Darlington and Teesdale
Naturalists’ Field Club (DTNFC); Durham Wildlife Trust and other charities; and biodiversity
experts for specialised recording, particularly on invasive species, protected species, and
management and monitoring of habitats. These partnerships enhance the accuracy and
depth of DBC biodiversity records, benefiting from specialised knowledge and external
validation.

Biological records are uploaded to the local environmental records centre -
Environmental Records Information Centre North East (ERIC). This means that they
collaborate with a network of experts to ensure robust and up-to-date environmental
records. Without the information they provide, DBC is unable to make environmental
decisions at a strategic level. DBC also has a statutory duty to include the environment
and biodiversity in its decision-making.

/.2 Biodiversity Net Gain monitoring

DBC ensures that biodiversity net gain information submitted at planning application
stage is recorded in the following categories:

Baseline onsite

Post-intervention

Quantity of biodiversity gains

Location of offsite gains

Number of development sites including sensitive areas

BNG may require ongoing monitoring for 30 years depending on a number of variables
such as where it is located, the size of the post-intervention habitats and the quality. The
BNG monitoring with be reviewed at appropriate intervals by the DBC Ecologist and
reported upon.

/7.3 Nature Restoration Action Plan

An Action Plan for the nature targets in the Climate Change and Nature Restoration
Strategy is currently being developed. This will require an annual report which outlines
the progress made against the nature targets and the report will be published on the
Council’'s website.
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Section 8: Key Challenges
and Opportunities with
Recommendations

There are a range of challenges and barriers which may impact upon DBCs ability to meet
all targets set out in the upcoming Nature Restoration Action Plan and the requirements
under the Environment Act 2021. However, there are

Council and Government pressures:

- Staffing. DBC has one ecology staff member and two countryside officers, with a
wider team of parks and green spaces and Arboricultural officers. As a result, there
is limited capacity to deliver large scale environmental projects. However, the team is
committed to improving the natural environment across the Borough through Council
and collaborative work.

- New Statutory Requirements. The Environment Act 2021 added considerable new
responsibilities on to local authorities in the area of biodiversity and the natural
environment. The Act established the requirement for Local Nature Recovery
Strategies and introduced the Biodiversity Net Gain system.

- Legislation and political change. Changes in legislation regarding the natural
environment and uncertainty surrounding government funding may present future
challenges. Working in partnership, sourcing alternative funding e.g. grants, or private
sector funding, BNG, and enforcing the requirements of the local plan may help to
overcome these challenges.

- Budgets. Despite the ongoing challenge of increased pressure on council budgets
efforts to secure external funding and develop partnership projects have been
stepped up, ensuring that available budgets are used creatively and efficiently. This
approach is helping to unlock new opportunities and strengthen the borough’s
commitment to delivering positive outcomes for biodiversity and the wider community.

- Land use pressures for housing, business, education, and recreation may conflict
with nature. The Council’s planning policies seek to balance these pressures while
providing the best outcome for nature and people.

- Knowledge. Achieving improvement for nature may be hampered or delayed by a lack
of knowledge among people who are not experts in the importance of biodiversity and
the issues it faces. Training is therefore identified as a continued action.

- Lack of resources for surveying habitats and species, as well as issues with data
sharing between organisations, means that the best data is not always available to
make informed assessments.
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Environmental Pressures

The State of Nature 2023 report identifies several key pressures driving biodiversity loss
in the UK. In the context of Darlington, these include:

Land use for agriculture is the biggest driver of biodiversity decline on land, rivers,
and lakes. This includes habitat loss, pesticide use, and the removal of natural features
such as hedgerows.

Pollution and nutrient enrichment from agriculture and other sources containing
pollutants such as fertilizers contribute to water pollution, harming aquatic ecosystems
and species.

Habitat loss and degradation. Only 14% of the UK'’s important habitats are in good
condition. Woodland and peatland habitats are particularly degraded, with only 7% and
25% respectively in a healthy state.

Climate change is a significant challenge which disrupts habitats, increases extinction
rates and causes a decline in ecosystems services (such as food production and clean
water). Activities to mitigate and adapt to climate change will help address biodiversity
loss. Similarly, biodiversity is a natural defence against climate change and actions
relating to DBCs Climate Change and Nature Restoration Strategy, Local Nature
Recovery Strategy, Green Infrastructure and community education are relevant.

Invasive non-native species expansion is a threat to nature as they out compete native
species, alter habitats, and spread disease, further stressing ecosystems.

Persecution and exploitation of species is a minor threat in Darlington but should be
considered. This is because historical and ongoing pressures from hunting, trapping,
and illegal activities have contributed to species declines.
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