POLICY BRIEF 5

Offsetting can close some
conservation gaps,
restore degraded rangeland
& improve livelihoods

TOWARDS
BIODIVERSITY
OFFSETS IN
NAMIBIA
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A National Offset Strategy requires careful application of a
homegrown mix of mechanisms, offset models & transparency

This policy brief describes the current situation and defines
two main high-level actions that are required for the development of a national Biodiversity Offset Policy.

after other forms of mitigation. These are the so-called
“permittee-responsible” Offsets (Bennett et al., 2017).
On the other hand, “third party” Offsets, where the right to
keep a residual impact is bought in the form of a conservation or mitigation credit from an external party, has shown
the largest growth worldwide and probably dwarfs all other
forms by value. In 2016 this market was worth about US$
4.8B (Bennett et al., 2017).

An Offset is one of the components of the Mitigation Hierarchy and is used to compensate for a residual impact after
avoidance, minimization and restoration have been applied. It is a “tool of last resort” and only has meaning when
viewed in terms of the Mitigation Hierarchy (See the definition in the box on the next page).

It has therefore become a significant form of financing for
biodiversity conservation. Most such Offset ‘banks’ essentially create biodiversity credits in the form of new habitat
or conservation estate, which can subsequently be sold to
compensate for developments with comparable residual
ecological impacts.

History and current practice

Government can however also act as a third party, brokering aggregated offsets at a landscape scale. In such a case
the conservation credit is not bought from a marketplace;
rather, a standardised financial contribution is made to the
national conservation effort.

The ResMob Project is evaluating the potential of biodiversity offsets (Offset/s) as one of several tools that could
mobilise resources to enable effective conservation and
restoration of biodiversity in Namibia.

Offsetting has its roots in wetland mitigation banking in
1970s USA (Mead, 2012) and has developed into a business
and industry-driven programme over time, largely motivated by international environmental standards, such as the
Equator Principles (IFC, 2012).
Most Offsets are still fully designed and implemented by the
proponent of a project that was left with residual impacts

The Business and Biodiversity Offsets Programme (BBOP),
an initiative of large companies and international conserva-

Potential for Namibia
Notwithstanding possible implementation pitfalls and philosophical problems, Offsetting has the potential to close
a number of conservation gaps in Namibia, and can help
to address the need for restoration of degraded rangeland
and improve livelihoods. Offsetting can build on existing
enabling initiatives such as the Integrated Land Use Planning policy and Strategic Environmental Assessments built
into them, as well as previous attempts at zoning regions in
terms of biodiversity sensitivity (inter alia the central Namib
and Kunene).

The principle of the Mitigation Hierarchy is to define the
predicted loss in biodiversity value, and to then implement options to avoid and minimise impacts or restore
damage to biological properties. The residual impact to
biodiversity after avoidance, minimisation and restoration can be offset (‘cancelled out’) to achieve “No Net
Loss” (NNL).
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Additionally, because mining still enjoys de facto priority
over most other land uses and threatened areas of high
biodiversity value outside national parks can thus not yet
be protected against future mining, the options to develop
spatial Offsets are curtailed. The recent approval of the
National Policy on Prospecting and Mining in Protected
Areas has improved this situation considerably by defining
no-go zones within parks and could potentially open the
door to extend the concept beyond park boundaries to the
rest of the country. New laws or regulations, and a scientifically robust definition of biodiversity sensitivity (including
ecological processes such as dispersal and connectivity) on
a national scale are therefore required to clear up land use
precedence.

Biodiversity Offsets are … measurable conservation
outcomes from actions designed to compensate for residual adverse biodiversity impacts arising from project
development after appropriate avoidance, minimisation
and restoration measures have been taken. (http://bbop.
forest-trends.org/)
The goal is to achieve no net loss and preferably a net
gain of biodiversity on the ground with respect to species composition, habitat structure, ecosystem function
and people’s use and cultural values associated with biodiversity

SCA

Additionally, the Draft Parks and Wildlife Management Bill
makes provision for Protected Landscapes, which will greatly increase opportunities for aggregated Offsetting. However, several structural constraints have to be addressed. Chief
amongst these is the need to create enabling legal/policy
and biodiversity knowledge environments (areas in which
Namibia is lacking and that are critical to guide Offsetting)
to allow definition of residual impacts and to place Offsets
in their appropriate spatial context.

Definition and goal: Mitigation Hierarchy

Biodiversity value

tion organisations, has played a leading role in promoting
Offsets of all types, especially in the mining sector, and has
compiled a set of widely accepted standards that together
define current global best practice (BBOP, 2012a).

biodiversity irreplaceability. Various implementation options, including the addition of conservation estate, are relevant for Namibia. While the Namibian situation is probably
not yet ready for market-based third-party instruments,
aggregated Offsets (which are more likely to achieve ecology of scale, thus increasing the effectiveness of mitigation
practice; Le Roux et al., 2015) do require an independent
third party to implement.

A national Offset Strategy will require careful application of
a homegrown mix of mechanisms and offset models and
transparent governance. Such a strategy should take into
account the cumulative impacts of development, identify
In Namibia this could be government itself, who would have to
priority sites, promote aggregated Offsets, and integrate
ensure that the chosen Offset/s close a defined gap in the naOffset and compensation projects with national biodiversity tional conservation strategy for maximum conservation gain.
conservation objectives based on a scientific assessment of
Promising options for Namibia are supplementary conservation actions such as support to the national
CBNRM programme, the restoration of degraded land, and the alleviation of biodiversity knowledge gaps
and institutional constraints. In the Namibian context these could all result in real conservation gains
and thus count as an Offset in terms of global best practice. Of these, it is especially the restoration of degraded land (possibly implemented through existing CBNRM structures), that could have the additional
benefit of contributing towards poverty alleviation and livelihood support.

Current Policy and Legislation
While Offsets have been invoked before as an option,
notably by the Strategic Environmental Assessment for the
Uranium Rush (SAIEA, 2010) to balance out the expected
residual impacts of the predicted large impact of the uranium sector on the Namib Desert’s biological diversity, they
have not yet been put into practice. Currently, there are no
policies in Namibia that address Offsets or their procedural
home, the Mitigation Hierarchy, and there is no promulgated legislation that defines or mandates it.
Ideally, Offsetting should be located in the Environmental
Management Act of 2007 (EMA) and its regulations (gazetted in 2012). However, currently it is included only implicitly
in the sense that sustainable utilisation of natural resources
underlies the main principle of environmental management
and that environmental assessment procedures have to account for impacts and define mitigations, including Offsets.
The regulations of the EMA do not mention the term biodiversity although the biological environment is recognised
as one of six “environments” that could be impacted by
human activities. In fact, only few existing laws and policies recognise that biological diversity is not uniformly
distributed through time and space, that it provides critical
services to humans, and that there has to be some standard
of impact assessment that is commensurate with the sensitivity or importance of biological diversity and ecological
processes in certain areas.

more important clause because it provides a ready-made
mechanism to define aggregated Offsets.
However, although regulations for the PAWMB would
strengthen the policy environment for Offsetting, it is not
the best place to locate the conditions of Offsetting as a
component of the Mitigation Hierarchy, since National Parks
are already protected and the principles of environmental
management that it espouses in the form of the Mitigation
Hierarchy is the ambit of the EMA.
A number of other Acts do represent important legal context for Offsetting and establish some important principles.
Motivated by Article 95 of the Namibian Constitution, the
National Land Policy of 1998 (NLP) cites the principle of
sustainability in guiding land use and foresees that financial
and tax incentives together with the necessary new and reinforced legislation, need to be put in place to promote the
protection, promotion and rehabilitation of existing natural
environments.
However, the NLP does not refer to biodiversity or conservation, or to the arbitration of legal but potentially conflicting
land uses, but the Urban and Regional Planning Act (No. 3
of 2015) allows for the consideration of priority areas for
inter alia “protection of ecologically sensitive areas, heritage
and cultural sites” in integrated development plans.

With neither the Mitigation Hierarchy nor Offsetting itself
defined or prescribed in the EMA, there is little incentive for
project proponents in Namibia to investigate Offsets as an
option in their environmental management approach.

The Minerals Policy of Namibia (undated) includes an aim to
ensure that the development of Namibia’s mining industry
proceeds on an environmentally sustainable basis and defines the need for rehabilitation after mining but does not
mention Offsets as an option.

Offsetting is explicitly mentioned only in the Protected
Areas and Wildlife Management Bill (still in review) which
includes a section that addresses mining in Protected Areas
and a subsection that deals surprisingly comprehensively
with Offsets. This same Bill makes provision for the definition of Protected Landscapes, which is arguably an even

It is currently being reviewed, which would provide an opportunity to include Offsets. However, it also implies that
mining takes precedence over other land uses (in spite of
now being excluded from certain zones within parks), hence
there is as yet no guarantee that any spatial Offset will not be
mined in the future if a mineral resource is found there.

“Biodiversity offsets are an increasingly popular yet controversial tool in conservation. Their popularity lies in their potential to
meet the objectives of biodiversity conservation and of economic
development in tandem; the controversy lies in the need to accept
ecological losses in return for uncertain gains” (Bull et al., 2013a).
“To help to deliver no net loss through biodiversity offsets, biodiversity gains must be comparable to losses, be in addition to conservation gains that may have occurred in absence of the offset, and be
lasting and protected from risk of failure” (Gardner et al. 2013).
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Policy recommendations to main streaming biodiversity offsets
A new Biodiversity Offsetting policy should preferably occur
on two fronts.
Firstly, it should be articulated as part of new regulations on
the implementation of the full Mitigation Hierarchy under
the Environmental Management Act of 2007, directly addressing its role as the fourth leg of the Mitigation Hierarchy
and specifically focusing on the accounting of the residual
impact (inter alia).
Secondly, its implementation on a national level as a financing tool for conservation should be defined in a separate
policy, ideally together with other financing instruments as
defined by the Resource Mobilisation Project. New policy
should include the following:

Recommendations for main streaming Biodiversity
Offsets as a component of the Mitigation
Hierarchy
Define a clear role for Offsets within the
Mitigation Hierarchy.
Neither Offsets nor the Mitigation Hierarchy itself are
currently defined in any existing law or policy. The
Mitigation Hierarchy represents global best practice
in Environmental Management and is also the most
logical and transparent location for Offsets as a 		
mechanism that is part of the Environmental Assessment Process.
It is also the point where the precedence of avoidance as management option has to be established.
Define best practice Offset standards and guidelines (vide BBOP, 2012a).
Best practice standards should include a description
of the principles of no net loss, limits to offsetting,
additionality, the importance of the landscape
context, stakeholder participation, equity (sharing
rights and responsibilities, risks and rewards among
stakeholders, especially indigenous peoples and local
communities, in a fair and balanced way), the need
for long-term outcomes, importance of transparency,
and the role of science and traditional knowledge.
Best practice standards should also include a description of best practice in biodiversity accounting for
appropriate quantification of the residual impact.
Develop and manage the knowledge environment.
The traditional custodians of biodiversity knowledge,
namely the National Museum of Namibia and the 		
National Botanical Research Institute, have been 		

weakened by decreases in funding and human 		
resources and by fragmented management.
Successful implementation of Offsets in Namibia will
require the strengthening of these institutions, or
(perhaps the most logical solution), the creation of a
new institution, modelled on institutions such as the
South African National Biodiversity Institute, as
repository of knowledge on Namibia’s biological
diversity.
It will furthermore require increased funding for
field research and biodiversity surveys, to bring
Namibian biodiversity knowledge up to date, and
for the sustainable curation of specimens and digital
databases.
Definition of spatial patterns of biodiversity irreplaceability and extending the principle of development no-go zones based on these values beyond
the boundaries of protected areas.
Biodiversity patterns vary across space and time.
Assessing the impact to biodiversity requires a spatial
overview of sensitivity and rarity at all levels of bio
logical integration.
It is therefore necessary to do an objective spatial
analysis that depict the contribution of specific areas
to achieving national conservation goals, given the
species, ecological processes and ecosystem services
they support and including current biogeographical
and phylogenetic knowledge.
This assessment is dynamic and should be revised
when new knowledge comes to light.
Define a governance structure and principles of
management, particularly with regard to financial
management and transparency.
Define marketable biodiversity conservation priorities and identify specific regions for the development
of aggregated Offsets that are designed to optimise
conservation gains on a landscape and regional
scale.
Define land degradation and restoration priorities,
and supplementary conservation actions, with an
emphasis on community conservation options, as
well as the monetary valuation of various Offset
options.
A governance structure and principles of
management are required – particularly with
regard to financial management and transparency.
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