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1. INTrOduCTION
Biodiversity (biological diversity) data are defined, for the purposes of this document, as data 
referring to records of species, available habitat data, and designated site information, held by local 
environmental records centres (LERCs) or other organisations/individuals, who will provide them in 
the context of a desk study.  They can be held in many different formats and sources.  

It is increasingly important to take biodiversity into account when making decisions that have an 
impact on the environment, and there is a legal/policy requirement to do so.  Those making, or 
advising on, such decisions should use biodiversity data from the appropriate source(s).  This is 
necessary to ensure that decisions are based on the best available evidence and are as cost-effective 
and transparent as possible.  

These guidelines have been developed by UK 
biodiversity data specialists and are aimed at those 
who are using biodiversity data to support the 
development planning process (e.g. local planning 
authorities (LPAs) and ecological consultants).  The 
guidelines provide guidance on when and where it 
is advisable to source and use biodiversity data, in 
particular the protocol for background data searches 
in relation to developments.  

The guidelines are intended to ensure compliance 
with existing policy and guidance, such as BS 
42020:2013 Biodiversity – Code of Practice for 
Planning and Development; Guidelines on Preliminary 
Ecological Appraisal (CIEEM, 2013), Guidelines for Ecological Report Writing (CIEEM, 2015), Guidelines 
on Ecological Impact Assessment: Terrestrial, Freshwater and Coastal (CIEEM, 2016) and Guidelines on 
Ecological Impact Assessment: Marine and Coastal (CIEEM, 2010) .

2. WhAT ArE bIOdIvErSITy dATA?
Biodiversity data can come in many different forms, but essentially comprise four different types:

1. Reported records of a particular species, or taxonomic group of species at a specific 
spatial reference (normally a 4, 6 or 10 figure Ordnance Survey Grid Reference), 
including a date when the record was taken.  Records will also be kept with the name 
of the person who originated them (although this information is usually kept private 
for data protection reasons) and may also contain other attributes such as lifecycle 
stage, sex, and associated habitat of the species.  The conservation status may also be 
included.

2. Habitat maps for a given geographical location, which will also include the date, 
recorder name and other associated information.  They are usually for a larger area 
than species records and are likely to be defined as a series of polygons on a map (but 
may be point data). There are different classification systems of habitats commonly 
used by ecologists, e.g. Phase 1 habitat survey; National Vegetation Classification (NVC) 
and the European Nature Information System (EUNIS).

3. Details, including boundaries, of designated nature conservation sites, including 
the level of designation of the site (SAC1, SPA2, SSSI3, non-statutory site, etc.), the 
reasons why the site has been designated (e.g. for a rare species or habitat, or a rare 
assemblage of species) as well as the site’s extent (often shown as a map).  Additional 
information may include when the site was last surveyed and the quality of the habitats 
that are present.

4. Full site reports including Phase 2/NVC descriptions and species lists.  However, these 
are only available in certain areas where the requisite survey has been undertaken.

1Special Area of Conservation, 2Special Protection Area, 3Site of Special Scientiic Interest
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It should be noted that biodiversity datasets are, by their nature, incomplete.  Some groups of species 
are better recorded than others, whether nationally or locally.  The number of species present in the 
UK is very large and many are not easy to detect and record, and access to private land to collect such 
information is frequently difficult or impossible.  It is always important to remember that “absence of 
evidence is not the same as evidence of absence”.  In other words, the lack of records of a particular 
species does not mean that it is not present and this assumption should not be made.  

Biodiversity data can come in different forms, which will be suitable for different uses.  For example, 
some LERCs will be able to offer bat species records within a reduced area or at a higher resolution for 
people planning work on buildings or large trees.  LERCs can also offer larger more detailed datasets 
that map all the relevant species and habitat records as well as the boundaries of local wildlife sites 
(see Section 4). These products might be useful for someone considering the impact of a larger 
development.

3. Why ArE ThESE dATA NEEdEd?
An understanding of the location and status of species and habitats is essential to effective 
conservation and management of biodiversity.  Some species and habitats are specifically protected 
by UK and international law (http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-1376) or need to be considered when 
assessing whether a proposed development accords with planning policy, or when assessing the 
impact of a proposed development or other potentially damaging activity.  

This means that the presence of species and habitats must be taken into account by developers, 
landowners and householders, local planning authorities (LPAs), ecological consultants and anyone 
else who is involved in construction or other works that could have an impact on legally protected 
or priority4 species, habitats or sites.  Using biodiversity data can highlight the presence of protected 
or priority species and habitats and helps ecologists to plan and target surveys accordingly.  Used 
properly, biodiversity data should improve the quality of ecological surveys and assessments and 
provide evidence to planners and other decision-makers that biodiversity has been taken into 
account.  

Biodiversity data are extremely important as, aside from use in planning and decision making, they 
are key to delivering state of environment reporting, informing agri-environment schemes, education, 
modelling trends in species and habitat distribution, and research and policy making.

4. hOW ArE bIOdIvErSITy dATA SOurCEd?
Biodiversity data originate from several sources including professional surveys such as those carried 
out by ecological consultants and local authorities, including LERCs; and volunteer recorder effort that 
is often coordinated at local and national levels via National Schemes or Societies (NSS), or at a local 
level by local flora or fauna societies/groups. In Northern Ireland, there is a single source, CEDaR, the 
Centre for Environmental Data and Recording.

LERCs (sometimes called biological or biodiversity record centres) collect, collate, manage and 
disseminate information relating to the biodiversity of a region on a not-for-profit basis.  The 
majority of species information comes from volunteer amateur naturalists, who collect species and 
habitat records as a social or leisure activity or as part of local schemes.  Data sharing agreements 
are established between the LERC and data provider enabling LERCs to use these records to inform 
decision making, particularly local decision making.  In return LERCs support the data providers 
with training, targeting survey effort, meeting space, publications, equipment, data analysis and 
management, data storage and back up.  All records are validated (carrying out standardised, often 
automated checks on the ‘completeness’, accuracy of transmission and validity of the content of a 
record), and verified, (ensuring the accuracy of the identification of the things being recorded), where 
possible, by the relevant LERC in conjunction with local and national experts before they are shared 
with other users.

4 The use of the word ‘priority’ in the context of this document does not imply any specific status.  It is used here to 
cover species that might be of conservation concern for various reasons but which may not be formally protected.
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This is not the only source of biodiversity data for decision makers.  National bodies with an 
interest in a single taxonomic group (i.e. a single group of species, such as birds) collect and provide 
biodiversity information that can be of use to decision makers.  These National Schemes and Societies 
typically mobilise a network of volunteers to track the changes in distribution of species groups such 
as bats, birds or butterflies and will often use standardised sampling methodology to do so.  Records 
collected by their volunteers will have also gone through a validation and verification process, in 
many cases using the same expertise as the LERCs, and are often then fed back to the LERC via 
the local scheme organiser. Additionally iRecord is used by some National Schemes for record 
mobilisation but is also available to individuals to store records. iRecord provides another route by 
which records are verified.  Records mobilised by this route are made available to LERCs and the NBN 
Gateway.

Some LPAs are increasingly requesting that developers, or their appointed ecological consultants, 
share biodiversity data with the relevant LERC on completion or consent of a planning application so 
that the information collected can be incorporated into local and national databases, and assist in 
future monitoring of developments.  This is in accordance with CIEEM’s expectations of a member’s 
professional obligations.  These data could be used to assess the long-term ecological impacts of the 
development and also to monitor the outcomes of any landscaping or ecological mitigation measures 
that were proposed and implemented as part of the development.  This could therefore also ensure 
compliance with any planning or legal agreements.

5. hOW CAN ThIS INfOrmATION bE ACCESSEd?
There are three main routes to accessing this information.  Two routes are direct; via the relevant 
LERC or NSS.  Information on contacting LERCs can be found via www.alerc.org.uk and information 
on contacting NSSs can be found via www.brc.ac.uk/recording-schemes.  The third route to accessing 
information is via the National Biodiversity Network (NBN) Gateway which provides access to a large 
range of datasets submitted by many different organisations 
including LERCs and NSSs.  LERCs are generally the most 
comprehensive and current source of protected site, habitat 
and species data for a defined geographic area5.  

It is important to note that there are restrictions on 
commercial data use via the NBN Gateway without explicit 
permission from the data provider.  Normally biodiversity data 
that are to be used for commercial purposes (i.e. background 
data searches to support a planning application via an 
ecological survey report) must not be sourced from the NBN 
Gateway but from the relevant LERC or in some cases the NSS 
(see Section 7 below).  

There is normally a charge (licence fee) levied by LERCs and NSSs when biodiversity data are provided 
for commercial purposes.  This charge will vary depending on the policies and the overheads of 
the individual LERC, and reflects the time taken to validate, manage and extract the data; it is not a 
charge for the information itself.  Some LERCs reduce their charges for searches that return no results 
and some LERCs offer a drop-in facility so that clients can search the databases themselves for no 
charge.

5To find out more about the different ways of accessing data, please refer to the 2013 Guidance for Local Authorities 
on Accessing Biodiversity Information http://www.nbn.org.uk/nbn_wide/media/Documents/Data/Guidance-for-Local-
Authorities-on-Biodiversity-Data.pdf
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6. WhEN ShOuld bIOdIvErSITy dATA bE ACCESSEd?
Biodiversity data should be used by those who need to take into account the effect and impact of 
their actions on biodiversity.  Common examples of this are building developments (of many different 
types), land management and biodiversity assessments and audits.

For a full list of policies and regulations that biodiversity data can help you comply with, please refer 
to the 2013 guidance cited above (superscript2).

In choosing whether or not to use biodiversity data, decision makers and developers (or those acting 
on their behalf) should be aware that the correct use of such data has the following benefits: 

• Highlighting potential constraints at an early stage in the planning process, which might 
reduce the risk of delays caused by discoveries later on;  

• Facilitating good survey design by contextualising a site;
• Providing an indication of the species and habitats likely to be found at a particular site;
• Providing evidence for the need to survey for protected or priority species in a timely 

manner, thus helping to plan seasonally-constrained surveys;
• Providing an early indication of the presence of invasive non-native species.

7. bACkgrOuNd dATA SEArChES fOr dEvElOpmENT
7.1 Requirement for background data searches

For ecology surveys intended to inform a development proposal, a comprehensive desk study should 
be undertaken at the outset; this will normally include a background data search, i.e. sourcing of 
biodiversity data from LERCs, or other relevant groups, and relevant web-based sources, to identify 
protected, priority or sensitive sites, habitats or species potentially affected by the proposal under 
consideration; this should be interpreted appropriately in relation to the site and the development.  
The LPA should make it clear that it expects a data search to be undertaken and should normally 
expect to see the desk study – interpreted, and edited as needed to prevent sensitive or confidential 
records being made public - as part of any ecological report accompanying a development proposal. 
The ecological surveyor should make the developer aware of such requirements and it is the client’s 
responsibility to pay for the data search. 

The sources consulted for the background data search 
may vary depending on the location of the proposed 
development, but must always include the LERC where 
one exists.  Other sources include local wildlife groups 
e.g. bat, badger, bird groups (the LERC can usually 
advise on this); local authorities; the government’s 
MAGIC6 website (in England); and the NBN Gateway7.  
The NBN Gateway can be useful in helping to decide 
what data are needed; however, data from the NBN 
Gateway must not be used for commercial purposes 
without the express written permission of the data 
holder.  As such, it will not be possible to reproduce 
data from the NBN Gateway in most cases.  However 
it should be noted that there is a general trend, 
supported by governments, towards Open Data to increase access to data for all stakeholders and the 
situation is likely to change significantly in the coming years. The Atlas of Living Scotland8 is a good 
example of this new approach and we are likely to see more such country-based data Atlases in the 
future.

6 http://www.magic.gov.uk/
7 https://data.nbn.org.uk/
8 http://www.als.scot/
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Other than the LERC, the other sources used will depend on the individual circumstances for each 
survey.  They could include recent accounts of the flora (e.g. county floras) or fauna of a county.  
Background data searches will generally not be considered adequate by the LPA or other regulatory 
authority if they rely entirely on open access data such as MAGIC or open access data sourced from 
the NBN Gateway, as some of these datasets are not necessarily comprehensive or are not at a fine 
enough resolution to inform local decisions.  Also, some sensitive records are not available for public 
view, and this could result in an erroneous assumption being made that a given species is absent.  

Background data searches usually provide the following information:

• Designated site information
• Existing records of protected/priority/notable species for the site
•  Existing records of protected/priority/notable species for the surrounding area, which will 

help in assessing impacts of the proposed development and/or designing mitigation

Habitat information may also be available and useful in many cases.

Search areas for desk studies should relate to the nature and scale of the proposals.  They may vary 
depending on what information is being sought.  Further information is provided in related guidance 
such as Guidelines on Preliminary Ecological Appraisal (CIEEM, 2013) and Bat Surveys for Professional 
Ecologists: Good Practice Guidelines (BCT, 2016).

Where planning applications are delayed, a new background data search should be carried out if the 
existing search is over a year old.  The LERC’s terms of use may also define a limit on the length of 
time the data can be used.

7.2 Variations and exceptions

If a data search is not undertaken, a statement must be provided that clearly explains why it is not 
required.  This statement should ideally be agreed with the LPA prior to preparing the survey report.  
It may be considered that the full search is not needed in the following situations:

1. Pre-commencement consultation and agreement with the LERC and/or local 
authority ecologist; 

2.  Unreasonable delay in provision of information/data (i.e. more than 10 - 15 working 
days); 

3. Low impact or small-scale development (e.g. by size, extent, duration of works, 
magnitude or locality) – more information provided below.

4.  Single-species surveys, where a survey undertaken at the correct time of year 
and following an appropriate methodology confirms likely absence. However, it 
should be noted that a data search is still likely to be required for mobile species, 
which could move into the site from adjacent areas; for cryptic species that may 
not be evident at certain times of year; for species whose presence or abundance 
is known to vary extensively year to year; or in situations where a field survey 
confirms presence of a species, and contextual information is required to allow an 
assessment of effects and to design appropriate mitigation.

However, this should be judged on a case-by-case basis as in many cases it may be essential to carry 
out such a search even if the development is very small or low impact.

The cost of data provision or time constraints9 (unless as indicated above) will not be considered as 
valid reasons for non-compliance.

9 Some LERCs offer a fast track search facility at additional cost, or a reduced search area for bats in relation to a single dwelling.
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preliminary Ecological Appraisals
Further guidance on this is provided in Guidelines on Preliminary Ecological Appraisal (CIEEM, 2013).

preliminary bat roost Assessments 
Where the development site is limited to a single building or is otherwise very small and comprises 
structures of low potential value for bats, data searches may be of limited value in terms of the 
information they can provide, and yet can add a significant cost to the fees for the work; this can be 
a particular issue for householders (though please see footnote 9 above).   For such sites, it is likely 
that the overall impact on biodiversity will be localised and of low significance, and it is anticipated 
that any potentially significant impacts on biodiversity are likely to be identified at an early stage.  
In all cases, regardless of what corroborative evidence is used, the consultant is responsible for the 
assessment of bat presence or absence.

The following examples are not exhaustive, but illustrate situations that are most likely to be 
encountered where a background data search may not be required at the time of the preliminary 
survey.  For situations that are not covered by or are not essentially similar to those below, a data 
search will be required10; in addition, depending on the particular circumstances, there may be 
instances listed below in which it is advisable to carry out a data search anyway.  

Application relating to a single dwelling (particularly if relatively modern), or a single detached 
modern agricultural building, where:

• there is no requirement for other preliminary survey (e.g. for habitats or other protected 
species) other than nesting birds or barn owls;

• no trees likely to be used by roosting bats are to be affected (e.g. felling, pollarding, 
crown reduction, limb removal).

A single dwelling/building may include adjoining structures (e.g. garages, lean-to structures) and small 
outbuildings (e.g. garden sheds).  

Examples of the types of development that might fall into this category include extensions, loft 
conversions (full or partial), installation of Velux/dormer windows, single dwelling demolition and 
rebuild, single modern agricultural building (e.g. Dutch barn, pole barn) conversion or demolition.

However, it should be noted that if evidence of bats is found and a licence will be needed for the 
works, Natural England require a background data search for bat species of up to 2 km radius11.

8. SubmISSION Of bIOdIvErSITy dATA
It is expected that following the completion of surveys, all relevant biodiversity data obtained must 
be submitted to the relevant LERCs and other groups as appropriate, unless the client has expressly 
refused permission for this12. (Note that where a protected species licence is required, submission 
of such data is a requirement of the licence.)  A statement to this effect should be included in 
the consultants’ Terms and Conditions.  Data can be submitted direct to the LERC or through the 
Consultants’ Portal13. 

10 Even if the development falls into one of the listed categories, the LPA ecologist might still require a data search at the 
outset due to particular local circumstances such as proximity to known roosts.
11 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bats-apply-for-a-mitigation-licence
12 However, it should be noted that reports in support of a planning application will usually eventually be posted on the 
LPA planning website, thus effectively in the public domain.
13 See http://www.consultantsportal.uk/
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