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clive.mitchell@nature.scot  
 

The challenges of making the case for investing in nature 
 
During the placement I have been working on how to diversify the type of stakeholders who invest in 
nature and the available structures for investing. The role focussed specifically on attracting private 
sector investment for environmental and natural capital projects.  
 
The four points below summarise the main issues I encountered and how to tackle them. 

1. The lack of statistically significant evidence of the impact of nature:  
In order to secure investment in environmental projects from businesses and other 
stakeholders (for example water quality improvements that arise from restoring peatlands 
for water utility companies) it is essential to be able to express and, where possible, 
measure the effect of measures designed to deliver the target natural capital improvements. 
In future, it is important to gather better evidence of these impacts by collecting data 
before, during and after interventions. The ideal target would be to be able to prove that the 
impacts are statistically significant to assure businesses and the public sector of the merits of 
their investment. In this way it is also possible to compare nature-based solutions with more 
traditional infrastructure projects (e.g. wetlands restoration is comparable to the same 
impact as a grey infrastructure ditch or dam), or the relationships between them.    
 

2. Stronger methods to analyse the economic impact of interventions: 
There is a need to find better methodologies to analyse the socioeconomic impact of nature-
based solutions and conservation interventions in monetary terms or in ways that matter to 
the private sectors (e.g. risk avoidance). These methods will most likely rely on monetary 
evaluations that in most cases undervalue nature, but through cooperation with businesses 
and companies it is possible to develop these techniques and to better understand what the 
needs of the private sector are.  
 

3. Wider scalability:  
Evidence and data of the benefits of natural capital are available at large scale (national or 
regional). Consequently, businesses struggle to understand how environmental 
interventions will directly affect them. In order to attract private investment, it is necessary 
to provide evidence at smaller scales, i.e. how does a specific conservation intervention 
affect a specific business?  
 

4. The development of innovative investment strategies: 
Even when evidence of the economic impact is available, many companies and businesses 
struggle to make the case for investing due to free-riding issues or because the benefits they 
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would directly get are too small. In the future it would be helpful to develop new investment 
structures that can be inclusive and allow for place-based cooperation, e.g. within 
catchments (or delimited areas), attracting more investors and funding.  Moreover, financial 
markets represent the biggest possible source of investment in conservation and nature-
based solutions, but there is a need to develop awareness and investment structures that 
would attract financial investors (for example framing nature as a way to diversify portfolios 
with secure investments). 

 

Recommendations and Challenges 
 
The Climate Emergency requires changes in the way that nature is funded and cared for. The 
transition to a net zero economy requires public, private and voluntary sectors to work 
collaboratively, taking advantage of already existing links, such as the ones with the companies in 
the Scottish Forum on Natural Capital as well as Community Planning Partnerships and Local 
Outcome Improvement Plans. The main actions and roles required to increase investment include: 
 

- Expert and adviser on investing in nature: Partnerships delivering investment for nature will 

require expertise and trusted brokers to:  collect and analyse data from conservation 

interventions (e.g. data collection before, during and after the intervention to allow 

econometrical analysis);  develop and share the evidence base on the benefits of different 

nature-based solutions and interventions; write guidelines on investing in urban and rural 

nature for public bodies - both national and local – and private companies (possibly tailored 

for different industries). For financial investments, this will need to be done in partnership 

with businesses to gain a better understanding of how companies evaluate benefits from 

nature.  

- Supporting partnerships and cooperative projects: stronger relations between the public and 

private sectors are needed to enable businesses to fund nature-based solutions. These will 

require active networking with industry associations and directly with businesses. The 

support of the projects such as CSGN, the NHS Lothian Greenspace and Health Framework, 

and LENs serve as useful starting points. 

- Steering interest: the environmental sector needs to continue building the case for wider 

investment in nature based on helping organisations and businesses to recognise their 

reliance on a nature-rich future. There are several examples to build on, such as the Dornoch 

Environmental Enhancement Project. Industries and businesses value environmental 

projects that are sponsored or supported by brands that are seen as trust-worthy and able 

to deliver on environmental and social targets. 

Projects and studies to keep track of 
 
In this section important projects (mostly based in the UK and some in the EU) connected to 
investing in nature – both for urban and rural areas - are discussed. It is worth to keep an eye on 
their future development for case-studies and practical expertise on increasing funding for nature 
conservation and other green projects. 

 
- NHS Lothians Greenspace and Health Strategic Framework: The NHS Lothian project centres 

on the desire to achieve high results from green activities across NHS Lothian’s green 
estates. It generated a whole-system approach on the use and development of its green 
estates with the help of Greenspace Scotland and SNH, replacing short-term plans to 
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cooperative and long-term strategic plans across the Lothian region. It has been 
commissioned by NHS Lothians to greenspace Scotland, and the framework is available at: 
https://www.greenspacescotland.org.uk/greenspace-nhs-lothian.  

- Mainstreaming biodiversity targets in the private sector: Papers on this topic have been 

written by Prue Addison (who has now shifted career focus). JNCC, CCI and EC have 

continued to work on ways to demonstrate the relevance of international biodiversity goals 

to businesses and companies and on methods to integrate them into businesses financial 

accounting - see: http://archive.jncc.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=7678  

- The Greater Manchester Natural Capital Investment Plan: Investment in natural capital of 

the city to enhance long-term social, environmental, and economic health and wellbeing of 

its people and businesses. The city is seeking to use blended finance (public, philanthropic 

and private money through a variety of different mechanisms) to attract investors. It is 

currently under development with technical help from Eftec. It could provide an example of 

future public-private investment in nature for Scotland. Link: 

https://naturegreatermanchester.co.uk/project/greater-manchester-natural-capital-

investment-plan/ 

- Connecting nature: An EU-funded project managed by Trinity College Dublin studies 
methods to better communicate the importance and impact of urban NBSs to businesses 
and communities. It developed a business canvas where benefits, costs and other issues can 
be easily shown. Further work has been planned, especially case-studies of business 
investment in NBSs. Link to project: https://connectingnature.eu/financing-and-business-
models.  

- ParkPower: Greenspace Scotland is working to collect evidence and case-studies of the 
economic contribution of greenspace. The current phase is looking at how data-driven 
models and decision-support systems can help those managing portfolios of greenspaces to 
identify sites with the most potential to provide energy services and generate long-term 
income and savings. Publications and other resources available at: 
https://www.greenspacescotland.org.uk/Pages/Category/energy. Contact: 
Julie.Procter@greenspacescotland.org.uk. 

- Greenspace indicator: an indicator of the distance between buildings (residential and 

businesses) to access points of greenspace is currently being developed by the Scottish 

Government using GIS and the Scottish Address Directory. The EU is also developing a similar 

indicator (https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1403494815615444). The 

indicator is useful in the econometrical analysis of the impact of green infrastructure on the 

local community.  

- iCasp: The Yorkshire integrated Catchment Solutions Programme is an ongoing programme 
to increase data and evidence of the impact of nature based solutions with the hope to 
increase their use and to embed them in catchment management planning. More 
information available at: https://icasp.org.uk/. 

- GreenKeeper: a tool to fully assess the benefits of greenspace and green infrastructure, 
including economic value, assessment of the investment options and comparison to other 
green infrastructure projects across the country. It relies on a vast database managed by 
University of Exeter, Barton Willmore and Vivid Economics. Link with information on its 
current development stage: http://www.greenkeeperuk.co.uk/how-will-greenkeeper-work/.   

 

Relevant papers and links 
 
The following table contains papers, reports and projects that have had an impact to the work on 
investing in nature and that address a lot of relevant issues on the subject.  
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Topic Title and synopsis Authors 

Biodiversity Nature in the Balance: the Economics of Biodiversity (2014); especially 
chapter 2 on the Economic Analysis of Biodiversity. (Available at SNH library).  

Dieter Helm, 
Cameron Hepburn 

Biodiversity Mainstreaming biodiversity targets in the private sector (2018) - 
http://archive.jncc.gov.uk/pdf/Report_613_Full-Report_Final_v2_WEB.pdf.  

Smith, T., Addison, 
P., Smith, M. & 
Beagley, L. 

Green 
Infrastructure 

A framework for assessing and implementing the co-benefits of nature-based 
solutions in urban areas (2017) – A framework to analyse the multiple co-
benefits for cities through a 7 stage process. 
http://www.eklipse-
mechanism.eu/apps/Eklipse_data/website/EKLIPSE_Report1-
NBS_FINAL_Complete-08022017_LowRes_4Web.pdf  

Raymonda C. M., 
Frantzeskaki N., et 
al.  

Demonstrating 
the impact of 
nature  

Mainstreaming impact evaluation in nature conservation (2015) – Explaining 
econometrical techniques to evaluate the impact of conservation on the 
environment and the economy.   
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/conl.12180 

Baylis, K. et al.  

Financial 
investment  

Natural Capital Credit Risk Assessment in Agricultural Lending (2019) – guide 
on how lenders can incorporate NC risk assessment in the credit rating of 
farmers and agricultural companies. https://www.unepfi.org/wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2019/04/Natural-Capital-Credit-Risk-Assessment-2019.pdf    

Francisco Ascui  

LENs and PES A place-based approach to payments for ecosystem services (2017) – 
Analytical framework of the socioeconomic and environmental benefits of 
PES and introduction of place-based approach to stack benefits and help local 
communities.  
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/30474/1/Reed%20et%20al%202017.pdf 

Mark Reed 

The value of 
nature 

Value, values and valuing nature (2019) – Introduction of the Revaluation 
method for nature. https://www.cecan.ac.uk/blog/value-values-and-valuing-
nature 

Andrew Darnton 

Financial 
investment in 
nature 

Capitalising conservation, How conservation organisations can engage with 
investors to mobilise capital (2018) – Guide for environmental organisations 
to raise financial investment in conservation projects (from revenue flows to 
investment structures). Full report available at:  
https://www.clarmondial.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/03/Capitalising_Conservation_Clarmondial_WWF.pdf 

Clarmondial, WWF 
and Climate-KIC 

Green 
infrastructure 

How effective is the Forestry Commission Scotland's woodland improvement 
programme—‘Woods In and Around Towns’ (WIAT)—at improving 
psychological well-being in deprived urban communities? A quasi-
experimental study (2018): Econometrical evaluation of the health impacts of 
woodland environment interventions intended to increase engagement with 
these woodlands. Report available at:  
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/3/8/e003648 

Ward Thompson 
C., et al.  

Green 
infrastructure 
and financial 
investment in 
nature 

Approaches to financing nature-based solutions in cities (2019) – Overview of 
investment structures and revenue flows to finance green infrastructure in 
urban areas, including case studies. Link: http://growgreenproject.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2019/03/Working-Document_Financing-NBS-in-cities.pdf 

Laura Baroni 
(Trinomics) 

The benefits of 
peatland 
restoration 

Valuing water quality improvements from peatland restoration: Evidence and 
challenges (2014) – Review of the current evidence of the impact of restoring 
peatlands on water quality: the study calls for further statistically robust 

Martin-Ortega, J., 
Allott T. E. H., 
Glenk Klaus, 
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research on the impact of restoration on DOC levels in the water.  
https://www.research.manchester.ac.uk/portal/files/24216908/POST-PEER-
REVIEW-PUBLISHERS.PDF  

Schafsma M. 

Catchment 
management 
through NBSs 

iCasp Summary of research (2017) – Collection of methods and case-studies 
to analyse the impact - both environmental and economic - of NBSs on 
catchments.  
https://icasp.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/13/2017/11/20171113_iCASP_ResearchSummary1.1.p
df 

NERC, University 
of Leeds, Sheffield 
and York 
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