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Executive summary 
District Level Licensing (DLL) is a strategic approach to licensing which assesses and 
compensates for the impacts of development on great crested newts (GCN) at a 
landscape scale (as opposed to only at a site-based scale under other licensing types). 
This Five-Year Evaluation reviews the success of the Natural England DLL Scheme over 
the five-financial years 1st April 2020 to the 31st March 2025. The evaluation draws on the 
data from the 2024/25 Annual Monitoring Report (Frizell-Armitage & Gwilliam, 2025), four-
year reviews of individual scheme areas and additional data collection. 

The evaluation considers ecological outcomes for GCN, and efficiency and effectiveness 
improvements for developers, Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) and Natural England 
(NE). The key conclusions of the four evaluation questions are summarised below. 

EQ1: To what extent does DLL contribute to the achievement of Favourable Conservation 
Status for GCN? 

Conclusions:  

• There has been no loss of range (occupied 10km grid squares) in the 12 analysed 
NE DLL scheme areas since their launch. Across all analysed scheme areas, there 
has been a net increase of 180 occupied monads (1km grid squares), indicating a 
potential expansion of GCN distribution. The analysis of range and distribution is 
based on modelled predictions of suitable habitat (not confirmed GCN presence) 
and reflects not only the contribution of DLL but also other impacts and 
conservation efforts that are beyond the scope of DLL. 

• Since launch, the DLL scheme has delivered 3,770 compensation ponds (excluding 
failed ponds and those within scheme areas previously or currently led by an LPA 
under an organisational licence). Of 2,432 ponds surveyed in 2024, 75% achieved 
a Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) score of 0.7 or above and are therefore of good or 
excellent suitability for GCN. This exceeds the baseline of 41% of existing ponds 
having a HSI score of 0.7 or above.  

• Across all NE scheme areas, DLL has resulted in a net increase of 924.81 ponds, 
when comparing losses from licensed developments to the number of ponds 
compensating for licensed developments. Based on the assumption that the oldest 
compensation ponds are allocated to development first DLL has delivered a net 
increase of 387 occupied ponds. This equates to approximately 2.5 occupied 
compensation ponds for every occupied pond lost to development out of the four 
compensation ponds delivered for each occupied pond lost. Using occupancy 
definition of a minimum of one positive eDNA record in a five-year period, 37% of 
DLL compensation ponds are considered occupied by GCN. In six of 19 scheme 
areas the occupancy of DLL compensation ponds is higher than the baseline 
occupancy. The compensation ponds surveyed range from only two to five years in 
age, whilst the ponds surveyed as part of the baseline surveys were potentially 
more mature.  
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• If the forecasted pond loss and compensation ponds for developments with an 
agreed IACPC are counted, there is a further net increase of 951.91 ponds. Added 
to the net increase in ponds as a result of licensed developments, this would result 
in an overall net increase of 1876.72 ponds.  

• Based on modelling, across all scheme areas, there has been a total predicted 
increase in suitable GCN habitat of 16,314 hectares (a 2% increase on the baseline 
predicted suitable habitat, when looking at the modelled prediction at scheme 
launch, and re-prediction at four-year review. From the same analysis, there is a net 
increase in predicted suitable habitat in 10 out of 12 scheme areas. This first 
analysis potentially includes wider influences, not just DLL. Therefore, a second 
analysis looked at the area of suitable habitat predicted to have been lost from 
within the boundaries of licensed developments, and the predicted gain in suitable 
habitat within 250m of all compensation ponds. From this a smaller net increase in 
suitable habitat of 3,448 ha is predicted as a result of DLL only. This  net increase is 
seen in all areas. 

• When comparing HSI pond count data (the number of existing ponds, occurring 
within 1km of a pond surveyed) for baseline ponds and DLL compensation ponds 
monitored, connectivity appears to be higher (a greater number of ponds within 
1km) for compensation ponds in 11 out of 18 scheme areas.  

• Under DLL, a Landowner Agreement is signed, setting out permitted activities, 
monitoring and maintenance for compensation ponds. More compensation ponds 
have been delivered than required to compensate for ponds lost, resulting in 
‘contingency ponds’ which replace any ponds which fail or are withdrawn from the 
scheme by the landowner. Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) monitor ponds and flag 
any ponds which may require remediation work or maintenance. The pond failure 
rate is low, at 120 ponds (3.1%) of the total 3,890 ponds delivered to date. Under 
standard mitigation licensing (A14 licences), post-development habitat 
management, maintenance and population monitoring is variable, and licences do 
not require monitoring of a GCN population over 10-years. Whereas under DLL, a 
25-year monitoring schedule is in place for compensation ponds. Lack of mitigation 
licence return data is a significant barrier to understanding the effectiveness of 
mitigation measures in conserving GCN populations impacted by development. 
Most DLL ponds are currently less than five years old, limiting the available data to 
assess long-term management effectiveness at this time.  

EQ2: To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements for 
GCN licensing for developers? 

Conclusions:  

• From April 2020 to March 2025, there was a greater uptake of DLL licences (825) 
compared to the A14 standard mitigation licence (186) and CL33 Low Impact Class 
Licence (110) licences. There are a higher number of modifications under the A14 
licence type, likely due to the stringent conditions attached to A14 licences which 
are more difficult for customers to meet.  
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• There is a faster turnaround time (from the application being received to the licence 
being issued) under DLL (14 to 15 days on average) than A14 licences (45 to 48 
days on average), though this is somewhat due to the differences in the 
assessment process between the licence types.  

• Results from the Developer Feedback Questionnaire show positive perceptions 
towards timesaving and certainty across different aspects of the assessment 
process associated with DLL, showing these to also be the main reason for a 
developer to choose DLL over standard mitigation licensing. Landscape-scale 
conservation outcomes were the least common reason for choosing DLL, indicating 
a need to communicate the conservation outcomes to developers.   

• However, there are slightly more negative perceptions towards the costs associated 
with DLL. The cost of the conservation payment was seen to be the least 
reasonable across all the fees. Furthermore, the transparency of information 
regarding the costs and associated calculations could be improved and the purpose 
of the conservation payment should be better communicated, to detail the 
contribution towards landscape-scale conservation.  

• There is a potential benefit of DLL increasing land available for development, 
through providing off-site compensation (instead of on-site mitigation), though 
stakeholder surveys suggest this is not yet being fully realised. Land appears to 
have been used for other purposes, to benefit nature and communities. Further 
studies are required to better understand reasons and barriers that prevent ‘freed-
up’ land from being used for additional development. 

EQ3: To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements for 
GCN licensing for Local Planning Authorities? 

Conclusions:  

• LPAs are incorporating DLL resources into a variety of planning policies, with the 
DLL Risk Zone (RZ) Maps being used to a greater extent than DLL Strategic 
Opportunity Area (SOA) maps. DLL strategic resources were also considered, to an 
extent, more useful and accessible than those of standard mitigation licensing, 
likely due to them being more accessible for those without ecological expertise. 
Despite the value and accessibility of the resources, many LPA respondents were 
still unfamiliar with them, indicating a need for targeted outreach across LPA 
departments. 

• Mirroring the developer feedback, LPA respondents agreed that DLL reduces the 
administrative burden on planning applications and that developments progress 
more quicky through the planning system enabling a quicker commencement of 
works. Furthermore, LPA respondents considered that developers  chose DLL for 
reasons relating to timesaving, increased certainty and risk reduction, and also 
noted landscape-scale conservation outcomes to be a low priority for why 
developers choose DLL.  
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EQ4: What are the efficiency and effectiveness improvements for Natural England? 

Conclusions:  

• From April 2020 to March 2025, the income of DLL has fully covered the short-term 
operational costs and the long-term financial obligations of operating the scheme. 

• The DLL scheme is regularly adapted to ensure no detrimental effect on GCN 
Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) and to algin with broader NE initiatives. 

• In terms of turnaround time, DLL is a more efficient licensing approach than 
standard mitigation licensing, though differences in the assessment processes 
highlight important caveats to this comparison. However, DLL requires more FTE 
and incurs higher staff costs per licence issued due to the operational nature of the 
scheme. These underlying differences in licensing structures limit the extent to 
which the efficiency of the licensing approaches can be directly compared.  

• Stakeholders expressed mixed views regarding their relationships, engagement, 
and perceptions of NE, as well as their relationships with one another. The DLL 
Steering Groups, and direct contact strengthen relationships and engagement, 
however, transparency in the DLL outcomes, alignment with other initiatives (e.g. 
Biodiversity Net Gain), and staff turnover were highlighted as issues for NE to 
improve. 

• Lessons learnt from DLL have been used in wider NE to an extent to support 
efficiencies. However, only specific teams have used DLL lessons, highlighting the 
need for the DLL team to improve collaboration and communication across NE, to 
improve resources efficiencies.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Purpose and context of this report 
Natural England’s District Level Licensing Scheme (DLL) was launched in 2019 to provide 
a strategic, landscape scale approach to the licensing of development impacts on great 
crested newts (Triturus cristatus) (GCN). GCN are a protected species under the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act (1981) and the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 
(2017), which means a licence is required for any works that will impact the species and its 
habitats. There are currently two providers of strategic licensing for GCN; Natural 
England’s (NE) DLL scheme, and NatureSpace Partnership’s (NSP) District Licensing (DL) 
scheme. NE is the regulator for both schemes.  

The high-level objectives of DLL are to contribute towards the achievement of Favourable 
Conservation Status (FCS) for GCN and provide a quicker and more cost-effective 
development through a strategic licensing system, to: 

• Generate positive outcomes for GCN 
• Provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements for developers, Local Planning 

Authorities (LPAs) and Natural England (NE).  

As the DLL scheme continues, it is important that a detailed evaluation is undertaken. A 
Monitoring and Evaluation Framework has therefore been developed that will determine 
whether the high-level objectives of both strategic licensing schemes (NE-led and NSP-led 
schemes) have been met and feed into future scheme improvements. 

Each strategic licensing scheme provider, NE and NSP, has carried out a review within 
their respective operational areas. Although these evaluations were conducted separately, 
both providers followed the same Monitoring and Evaluation Framework. While this report 
focuses solely on the NE-led DLL scheme, the analysis has been aligned to ensure 
consistency in monitoring and evaluation practices. 

The Monitoring and Evaluation Framework, underpinned by a Theory of Change (detailed 
further in Section 2.1) describes a common approach to monitoring and evaluation, and 
sets out a minimum level of practice for all GCN strategic licensing providers. 

The Monitoring and Evaluation Framework includes Annual Monitoring Reports (AMRs), 
which are only applicable to the NE-led DLL scheme, and Five-Year Evaluation reports. 
The AMRs are released annually and provide the monitoring information from the 
preceding financial year. These AMRs report on ecological, administrative and license 
record data, to feed into the larger Five-Year Evaluation for the NE-led DLL scheme. 

The Five-Year Evaluation reports are released every five-years and review the success of 
GCN strategic licensing schemes from all providers across England over the preceding 
five financial years. The evaluation considers ecological outcomes for GCN, and efficiency 
and effectiveness improvements for developers, Local Planning Authorities (LPA) and NE 
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(relevant to the NE-led DLL scheme only), and further compares the approach of DLL with 
standard mitigation licensing. The Five-Year Evaluation draws on the data from the 
preceding AMR, four-year reviews of individual scheme areas and from additional data 
collection, to provide a national level overview of strategic licensing for GCN.  

The primary aim of the Five-Year Evaluation is to review outcomes delivered under the 
programme by each strategic licensing provider, focusing on: 

• Ecological Outcomes  
• Efficiency and effectiveness improvement Outcomes 

This Five-Year Evaluation report primarily covers the period of the 1st April 2020 to the 31st 
March 2025. This report draws on the data from the 2024/25 DLL Annual Monitoring 
Report (DLL Annual Monitoring Report, 2025). The 2024/25 DLL AMR was the first DLL 
AMR to be published. Therefore, additional data collection has been undertaken to ensure 
preceding years are captured. In future years, the DLL AMRs will be published for each 
financial year and feed into future five-yearly Five-Year Evaluation reports.  

1.2. Background to District Level Licensing 

1.2.1. An overview of DLL 

DLL is a strategic approach to licensing which assesses and compensates for the impacts 
of development on populations of GCN at a landscape scale. It differs from traditional 
mitigation licensing (please refer to Section 1.2.2. for terms) by considering impacts on 
populations and compensating at the landscape scale, rather than a site-based 
focusaimed at protecting the population of individuals on the site. Developers are not 
required to establish whether GCN are present on the development site, although this 
information can be provided if available. Instead, they can rely on evidence such as risk 
zones that underpin the DLL scheme and make a payment into the DLL scheme that is in 
proportion to the predicted impact of their development.  

Records of where GCN have been observed are combined with data about the 
environment, such as types of habitat and soils to create species distribution models, 
which identify the most important habitats for GCN and predict where GCN are likely to be 
present. Species distribution modelling conducted by NE has identified pond density as 
the most significant factor in predicting suitable habitat for GCN. For this reason, DLL 
focuses the delivery of compensation on the creation or restoration of ponds.  

These models are also used to create risk zones and strategic opportunity areas (SOAs). 
The risk zones identify the likelihood of GCN being present in a location and, combined 
with the number of ponds on a development site, are used to assess the impact of a 
particular development where survey information has not been provided. 

A pond that is unlikely to be used by GCN following development is considered to be a 
functionally lost pond. Ponds within the boundary of a development are always considered 
functionally lost, even if a developer intends to retain a pond. Lost ponds include any pond 



 

Page 14 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

within 250m which is destroyed entirely or is degraded/ isolated to such an extent that 
GCN would be unlikely to use it. Because a functional pond is reliant on its suitable 
terrestrial habitat, to help ensure proportionality, and enable cumulative small impacts to 
be accounted for, the loss of GCN terrestrial habitat surrounding a functional pond can be 
expressed as a whole pond or a fraction of a pond. For these reasons, and as a result of 
the Impact Assessment Tool calculations for compensation requirement, pond numbers 
presented include decimal places.  

SOAs identify the best locations to create new habitat by ensuring that:  

• they are situated where they have potential to be colonised by GCN, 
• they are placed within areas of suitable habitat to aid colonisation and ensure a 

healthy population can be maintained, 
• they provide a positive outcome for the conservation status of GCN.  

SOAs are categorised into ‘core’ and ‘fringe’ areas, which both result in ponds being 
delivered in favourable habitat, where colonisation can occur but contribute to 
conservation status in different ways. Core areas already have a higher pond density. 
Pond delivery in core areas aims to boost GCN populations by increasing the number of 
occupied ponds. Fringe areas are located on the periphery of existing GCN populations, 
where pond density is lower. Delivery in the fringe areas aims to expand the species’ 
natural range and distribution.  

NE collaborates with not-for-profit environmental organisations, known as Habitat Delivery 
Bodies (HDBs), to create or restore ponds suitable for GCN. The ponds are created and 
restored in line with DLL’s Habitat Creation and Restoration Guidance (please refer to 
Appendix 1) which was approved by NE and external freshwater and GCN specialists.  

The payment from developers also covers the ongoing operation of the scheme, 
monitoring, and maintenance of the ponds for a period of 25-years, plus surveys for GCN 
in the wider landscape to enable an assessment of change. 

1.2.2. Comparison between DLL and traditional mitigation licensing  

Traditional mitigation licensing  

Other than DLL, there are two different licence options available for GCN; a standard 
mitigation licence (also known as A14), and a Low Impact Class Licence (also known as 
CL33).  

A standard mitigation licence for GCN is a specific European Protected Species Licence 
(EPSL) issued by NE. Licence requirements include GCN population surveys, design and 
implementation of on-site mitigation to reduce the likelihood of killing or injuring GCN, as 
well as compensation for lost or damaged habitats. NE also issue Low Impact Class 
Licences (CL33), which covers low impact works that are temporary or do not impact on 
GCN breeding habitats. Table 1 below outlines the definitions for each.  
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Table 1. The different types of GCN mitigation licences along with the definition.  

Type of GCN mitigation licence Definition 

GCN Mitigation Licence (A14/standard 
mitigation licensing) 

An individual licence issued to a specific 
site where high-risk impacts are proposed 
that could have significant impact on the 
Favourable Conservation Status of GCN. 

GCN Low Impact Class Licence (CL33) A licence that allows registered consultants 
to register sites under a set of standard 
conditions. Used to allow low risk works 
that are either temporary or do not impact 
GCN breeding habitat.  

Throughout this report, the licence types will be referred to individually as A14 (also 
referred to as standard mitigation licensing) and CL33. When both licences are discussed 
collectively, the term ‘traditional mitigation licensing’ will be used. 

DLL and associated benefits  

DLL focuses effort where it will create maximum benefit for GCN, whilst reducing delays, 
costs, risks, and uncertainty for developers. The main benefits of DLL are listed below:   

Benefits for GCN:  

• A proactive, landscape scale approach to compensating for the impacts of 
development on GCN. 

• Improving the connectivity between otherwise fragmented populations, increasing 
the distribution of GCN. 

• Strategically planned surveys to monitor where GCN are present. 

Benefits for developers: 

• Reduced uncertainty as developers are not dependent upon licensing decisions 
after receiving planning permission (as with traditional mitigation licensing). 

• Lower risk of delays and associated costs due to a streamlined GCN licensing 
process. 

• The developer has the option to not undertake GCN surveys or provide mitigation 
on development sites. 

Table 2 below outlines the key differences between standard mitigation licensing 
(A14 licences) and DLL. 
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Table 2. A summary of the key differences between Standard Mitigation Licensing 
(A14) and DLL 

Feature  Standard mitigation 
licensing (A14) 

DLL 

Speed of the process    Requires detailed 
seasonal surveys, 
restricted to the specific 
survey season (March-
June) 

No surveys required 
(eligibility assessed via 
mapping and impact 
assessments) so no 
seasonal restrictions  

Mitigation/Compensation On-site mitigation and 
compensation (e.g. 
trapping, translocation and 
on-site habitat creation) 
required   

Off-site compensation 
focusing on landscape scale 
habitat creation and 
management.  

Administration   More bespoke 
documentation and 
administrative 
requirements  

Reduced documentation 
required to support an 
application 

Costs  Costs vary case-by-case, 
dependent on site-specific 
mitigation and 
compensation  

Fixed fees known to 
developers upfront 

1.2.3. Providers of strategic licensing and Natural England-led DLL 
scheme launch  

The DLL scheme operates across different regions, called ‘scheme areas’. Each scheme 
area typically covers one county or, in some cases, a combination of adjacent counties. 
Figure 1 below lists each NE-led DLL scheme area and the year it was launched.  

As previously mentioned, NE is not the only provider of strategic licensing for GCN, other 
providers include NSP and individual LPAs. However, the remaining LPA-led schemes are 
transferring into the NE-led DLL or NSP-led DL schemes.  

Only data from NE-led DLL schemes is included in this report. Data on previously LPA-
delivered areas, Telford and Wrekin and Dorset, will be included in later years once the 
transition is complete. 
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Figure 1. Natural England-led DLL scheme areas listed by the year they were 
launched. 

Further information on the NE-led DLL scheme can be found on the Gov.uk website.  

2. Evaluation approach and methodology  

2.1. Evaluation approach  
The following section presents the evaluation methodology, detailing the framework, key 
questions, and analytical approach used to assess the DLL schemes. 

2.1.1 Theory of Change  

A Theory of Change (ToC) was formulated by the DLL team, partners and consultants, 
and finalised in 2024. The ToC identifies the desired ‘impact’ of the DLL scheme and maps 
out how activities and inputs, via the realistic outputs of the activities, might lead to the 
desired goals and objectives being achieved. The ToC model can be found in Appendix 2.  

2019

• Kent
• Cheshire

2020

• Cambridgeshire
• Swindon and Wiltshire
• Somerset
• Greater Manchester
• Shropshire
• South Gloucestershire 

and North Somerset
• Essex
• Norfolk and Suffolk
• Leicestershire, Rutland 

and South Kesteven

2021

• Lancashire
• Northumberland, 

Durham and Tees 
Valley

• Derbyshire
• Northwest Yorkshire
• Southeast Yorkshire 

and North Lincolnshire
• Northeast Yorkshire

2022

• Cumbria

2023

• Hertfordshire

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/great-crested-newts-district-level-licensing-schemes-for-developers
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2.1.2 Evaluation questions  

Evaluation Questions form the foundation of any evaluation plan. They steer the data 
collection process, enabling a thorough assessment of a programme’s effectiveness, 
progress toward objectives (outlined in the ToC), and the overall value it delivers. 
Evaluation Questions are designed to help understand why a process has been developed 
as it has, identify potential issues and risks, and possible solutions, explore potential future 
directions, and suggest where future changes may be needed. 

The evaluation questions are set out below, split by the associated outcome.  

Exploring ecological outcomes:  

• EQ1: To what extent does DLL contribute to Favourable Conservation Status for 
GCN? 

Exploring efficiency and effectiveness outcomes:  

• EQ2: To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements 
for GCN licensing for Developers 

• EQ3: To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements 
for GCN licensing for LPAs? 

• EQ4: To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements 
for GCN licensing for NE? 

This five-year evaluation primarily examines the outcomes of the DLL scheme during the 
period 1st April 2020 to 31st March 2025. However, where appropriate, results are also 
analysed from the scheme’s launch in 2019 to ensure a more comprehensive review of the 
DLL outcomes.  

Each of the above Evaluation Questions have further been broken down into sub-
questions, with indicators which set out the approach to analysing each sub-question. 
Please refer to the Indicator Tables within Appendix 3.  

Ecological data 

EQ 1.1 To what extent has DLL made a net contribution to the range, 
population and habitat of GCN, locally and nationally, as a contribution to 
FCS?  

Each scheme area has a Species Distribution Model (SDM) which links GCN presence 
data with environmental variables (appropriate to the area), to predict suitable habitat for 
GCN.  The SDM is used to make a baseline prediction of the extent and location of 
suitable habitat for GCN within the scheme area, and this is remodelled every five years. 
Some strategy areas have been remodelled earlier, to stagger renewals for better 
resource planning. Some areas which launched earlier, such as Kent, were remodelled 
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early to improve the original 2019 model. The SDM remodel coincides with the scheme 
area strategy renewal, usually every five-years. Before the strategy renewal a review is 
undertaken at four years (termed a four-year review), to review the scheme to date, 
including an assessment of impacts to the Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) 
parameters for great crested newt (GCN) against the baseline. Table 3 below lists the 
actual review period when a four-year review was conducted for each of the 12 scheme 
areas. The following seven scheme areas are not included in analyses using four-year 
review data, due to these areas not reaching the four-year review point; Cumbria, 
Derbyshire, Hertfordshire, North East Yorkshire, North West Yorkshire, Northumberland 
and Durham and Tees Valley, South East Yorkshire and North Lincolnshire.  

Table 3. The actual review period when a ‘four-year review’ was conducted for each 
scheme area.  

Scheme area Actual review period 

Kent and Medway 4 years, 1 month 

Cheshire 4 years 

Essex 3 years, 6 months 

Somerset 3 years, 7 months 

Swindon and Wiltshire 3 years, 10 months 

South Gloucestershire and North Somerset 4 years, 2 months 

Greater Manchester 4 years, 4 months 

Cambridgeshire 3 years, 11 months 

Norfolk and Suffolk 4 years, 1 month 

Shropshire 4 years, 1 month 

Lancashire 4 years, 0 months 

Leicestershire 4 years 

Re-predictions are compared against the SDM baseline. When the four-year review is 
completed, an updated data set of pond locations for the area is used. This data set is 
maintained, regularly updated and held by NE but uses Ordnance Survey data to inform it. 
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Any ponds within the red line boundary of licensed developments are removed from the 
data set, reflecting the presumption that any ponds on a development site are lost and any 
ponds created or restored as compensation under DLL are added. The amount and 
location of suitable habitat is then re-predicted using the updated pond data set to provide 
a comparison over time. Changes seen in suitable habitat predictions will not be solely a 
result of DLL, but also other factors, such as change in land management practices or 
ponds created through other incentives or initiatives. Monitoring techniques and tools may 
also influence noticeable changes. For example, remote sensing technology may not 
detect ponds that are dry at the time the survey is undertaken, this would be more 
significant in dry years. The assessments of changes in range and distribution in this 
report are therefore not fully attributable to DLL. The first assessment of suitable habitat is 
also not fully attributable to DLL, but a second analysis has been carried out to provide an 
assessment of suitable habitat as a result of DLL only. 

Evaluation questions (EQs) EQ1.1.1, EQ1.1.2 and EQ1.1.4 are answered using a 
comparison of the baseline predictions and the predictions made as part of the four-year 
review of each scheme area. 

EQ1.1.1 What has been the contribution to GCN range? 

Range is defined in the Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) assessment as the number 
of occupied hectads (10km grid squares). However, as there is not sufficient survey data 
available to confirm whether all hectads are occupied, it assumes all hectads within the 
extent of occurrence (the area contained within the shortest continuous boundary drawn 
around all the known occurrences of GCN) that are predicted to contain suitable habitat 
are occupied.   

The same approach is used in DLL, a hectad is considered occupied if it is predicted to 
contain suitable habitat for the species. Although GCN populations will naturally shift 
across the landscape over time, it is expected that the number of hectads occupied by the 
species will remain stable and a reduction in occupied hectads would indicate a 
contraction in the species’ range and potentially a decline in its conservation status. Where 
hectads overlap the boundaries of scheme areas, only the portion of the hectad that is 
within the scheme area is considered. For example, if there is no suitable habitat within the 
area of a hectad that lies within the scheme area, it is considered unoccupied as 
development impacts within the scheme area cannot directly result in the loss of suitable 
habitat within this square. 

This evaluation question has been answered by comparing the baseline number of 
hectads that contain suitable habitat for GCN, with the number of squares predicted to 
contain suitable habitat as part of the 4-year review. 
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EQ1.1.2 Has there been an expansion in the distribution of GCN? 

The definition of distribution is similar to range but looks at the number of monads (1km 
grid squares) that contain suitable habitat for GCN. The assessments are undertaken in 
the same way.  

This evaluation question has been answered by comparing the baseline number of 
monads that contain suitable habitat with the number of monads predicted to contain 
suitable habitat as part of the 4-year review. 

EQ1.1.3 What has been the contribution of DLL to the GCN population? 

Compensation pond delivery 

All data relating to compensation ponds delivered under the DLL scheme have been 
submitted to NE by the Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) who deliver compensation ponds 
in partnership with NE. This includes whether the pond has been created or restored, and 
the SOA in which the pond is located. The data relating to pond delivery in this report has 
been taken from this.   

The HDBs also confirm if a pond has failed and provide reasons. Pond failures are 
expected due to a range of factors. Under current criteria, a pond is considered to have 
failed and is subsequently withdrawn from the scheme if any of the following conditions 
apply:  

• Within the first five-years, the HDB determines that despite interventions, the pond 
would be unlikely to hold water in the long term.  

• The pond is removed from the scheme by the landowner, or access for monitoring 
is repeatedly refused during the 25-year period.   

• The pond is found to have a habitat suitability index (HSI) score of less than 0.7 
during scheduled monitoring in years 5 (contingency survey), 9, 14, 19 and 24, 
such that management and maintenance works would be unable to recover the 
pond into suitable condition, or it would be more cost effective to create a new pond 
elsewhere.   

Additional to the above criteria, the results of any eDNA survey to determine GCN 
presence or absence and professional judgment by the HDB, are taken into account. 

Net increase in ponds 

The net increase in ponds resulting from developments licensed under DLL has been 
calculated by subtracting the number of ponds lost to development from the total number 
of DLL ponds compensating for these developments. Failure rate has not been taken into 
account for net increase figures, as failed ponds are already discounted from 
compensation pond data. 
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Additional narrative is provided for developments not yet licensed, but which have an 
agreed IACPC (and therefore a potential to become licensed). The net increase in ponds 
for these developments is calculated in the same way as noted above. 

Net increase in occupied ponds 

To calculate the net increase in occupied ponds resulting from developments licensed 
under DLL, the number of compensation ponds allocated to licensed developments that 
are occupied must be calculated. This has been calculated for each scheme area 
separately, and the combined results presented in this report. Although compensation 
ponds are not allocated to specific developments, for the purposes of this analysis, it has 
been assumed that the oldest compensation ponds have been allocated (and are acting 
as compensation for licensed development). This is in line with the DLL licensing process, 
in which ponds over a year old are allocated first. For each scheme area, the number of 
ponds required to compensate for licenced development impacts was calculated and 
rounded up to the nearest whole pond. The same number of oldest compensation ponds 
within that scheme area was then identified, and the number of these ponds that had been 
occupied at any point in the last five years was recorded. For example, if 30 compensation 
ponds had been allocated, the 30 oldest compensation ponds were reviewed and the 
number of those that have been occupied in the past five-years is the number of occupied 
ponds that have been allocated to licensed developments.  

To calculate the ratio of occupied compensation ponds delivered per occupied ponds lost, 
the total number of occupied compensation ponds allocated to licensed developments has 
been divided by the number of occupied ponds lost to those developments. Further to 
above, failed ponds are already discounted from compensation pond data. 

Occupancy of compensation ponds 

GCN occupancy of ponds is determined by carrying out eDNA water sampling. Due to 
natural variation in GCN pond occupancy between years (Ewald and Carter, 2024), DLL 
defines a pond as occupied if it has a positive eDNA record from the last five-years. As 
many ponds have not yet reached their 5th monitoring year, current figures are based on 
fewer than five-years of data. 

Occupancy of compensation ponds are compared to the baseline GCN eDNA surveys for 
DLL. These baseline surveys were carried out in 2017, 2018 and 2019 on existing ponds 
in the landscape prior to the launch of DLL.  This comparison enables an understanding of 
whether DLL ponds have a different occupancy rate to other existing ponds in the 
landscape.  
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EQ1.1.4 What has been the contribution of DLL to suitable GCN habitat? 

The area of potential gain in suitable habitat has been considered using data from four-
year reviews, as detailed earlier. The data has been analysed in two different ways; first 
looking at wider gains, by comparing the modelled predicted suitable habitat at the launch 
of scheme areas, to a re-prediction of suitable habitat at the four-year review. The 
resulting change in suitable habitat has then been calculated. 

A second analysis is also based on data from four-year reviews, but calculates potential 
change in suitable habitat, by comparing the predicted area of suitable GCN habitat lost 
from within the boundary of licensed developments, to a predicted gain in suitable habitat 
within 250m of a DLL compensation pond.  

As noted earlier, this analysis has only been carried out for the 12 scheme areas which 
had reached their four-year review point. 

EQ 1.2. Has there been an increase in connectivity of great crested newt 
habitats? 

Connectivity has been investigated by comparing the HSI Factor 8 “pond count” (the 
number of ponds occurring, within 1km of a surveyed pond) in baseline and monitoring 
data (Oldham et al., 2000). The baseline data is for existing ponds surveyed, in each 
scheme area, prior to the launch of DLL (surveys carried out in either 2017, 2018 or 2019). 
The monitoring data is for compensation ponds surveyed in 2024.  

EQ.1.3 Has there been an improvement in the security of long-term 
management of GCN habitat? 

The results of monitoring surveys of DLL compensation ponds have been used to consider 
whether there has been an improvement in the long-term management of GCN habitats. 
The HSI survey results and occupancy rates (using the results of eDNA surveys detailed 
above) of DLL compensation ponds have been compared with baseline HSI and eDNA 
surveys of existing ponds, also described above. The failure rate of DLL ponds has also 
been calculated and considered. 

Additional research was conducted to explore the performance of mitigation ponds under 
standard mitigation licensing. However, due to limitations in available data, a direct 
comparison was not feasible. Instead, a brief literature review was undertaken to 
investigate the underlying reasons for the limited survey data associated with standard 
mitigation licensing.   
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2.2. Licence application data  

Developer uptake and licence application turnaround time  

Data records relating to the GCN mitigation licence (A14) and the GCN low impact class 
licence (CL33) were sought from the Natural England Wildlife Licensing Service (NEWLS) 
team. Data relating to DLL licences were sought from the DLL team in NE. To reiterate, 
the mitigation licences are defined below:  

GCN mitigation licence (A14): An individual licence issued to a specific site where high-
risk impacts are proposed that would have significant impact on the Favourable 
Conservation Status of GCN. 

GCN Low Impact Class Licence (CL33): A licence that allows applicants to register sites 
meeting a set of standard conditions. Used to allow low risk works that are either 
temporary or do not impact GCN breeding sites. 

The licence types will be referred to individually as A14 (also referred to as standard 
mitigation licensing) and CL33 throughout this report. When both licences are discussed 
collectively, the term ‘traditional mitigation licensing’ will be used. 

The analysis focused on the numbers of licences issued (referred to as the uptake) and 
the associated turnaround time, from the period of the 1st April 2020 to the 31st March 
2025.  

DLL licences issued within the DLL scheme areas within the five-year study period were 
included within the analysis of uptake and turnaround time. This same methodology was 
applied to A14 and CL33 licences. The dataset was further filtered into a ‘reduced dataset’ 
by only including A14 and CL33 licences granted on or after the launch date of each 
specific DLL scheme area. For example, the Cambridgeshire DLL scheme area was 
launched on the 19th August 2020. Therefore, only A14 and CL33 licences that were 
granted within Cambridgeshire on or after this launch date were included in the final 
‘reduced’ dataset. This was to ensure that the analysis was comparing the same 
timeframes for each DLL scheme area.  

Uptake  

To investigate the uptake of each licence type, the ‘reduced’ dataset (described above) 
was used to analyse the A14 and CL33 licences. The number of new licences, re-
submissions, modifications, and renewals issued within the five-year study period were 
analysed for DLL licences as well as A14 and CL33 licence types and split by the 
associated DLL scheme area. These terms are defined below:  

• New licence: the initial DLL licence that is obtained by a development  
• Modification: refers to a change or amendment to an existing licence  
• Renewal: renewing a licence after the initial or previous term has expired. This term 

is only relevant for DLL licences.  



 

Page 25 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

• Re-submission: the process of submitting a revised application following a Further 
Information Request (FIR). An FIR is issued by NE when an initial application is 
considered unsatisfactory and cannot be resolved through amendments. In such 
cases, the customer is required to reapply with a resubmission. 

For A14 and CL33 licences, the analysis grouped new licences and re-submissions into 
one category as these licences are viewed as the first time a customer submits a 
satisfactory application and therefore deemed a ‘new’ licence in this analysis. 

In certain circumstances, linear schemes of A14 and CL33 licences crossed over DLL 
scheme areas. In these instances, for consistency, the grid reference relating to the start 
of the linear scheme was used to locate the development.   

Turnaround time  

Turnaround time is defined as the time it takes from the date that the licence application is 
received by NE, to the date that the licence is issued. For DLL, it is important to note that 
an applicant is issued an Impact Assessment Compensation Payment Certificate (IACPC) 
before submitting a licence application. A DLL licence application is generally made after 
planning permission has been granted, however the licence will not be granted until the 
conservation payment, agreed in the IACPC, has been paid. The time taken for an 
applicant to pay the conservation payment is excluded from the overall turnaround time of 
a DLL licence. Customers of A14 and CL33 licences are charged a licence fee after the 
licence has been issued, and therefore, the invoicing time is also not included in the 
turnaround time analysis.  

The mean and median turnaround times (number of working days), for each licence type, 
was analysed. The ‘reduced’ dataset (described above) of A14 and CL33 licences was 
used to analyse turnaround time. However, the dataset was filtered to include licences 
granted only if the application was received within the five-year study period. For example, 
if a licence was granted on or after the 1st April 2020, but was received and assessed 
before this date, then it was not included in this part of the analysis. This is because it 
would not be an accurate reflection of turnaround time within the five-year study period. 
Therefore, the sample size of the dataset used for turnaround time is slightly smaller than 
that used for uptake.  

To analyse the DLL licences, a small proportion of the data used for the uptake has been 
omitted for exceptional reasons. On occasion, a licence was issued outside of the normal 
parameters. This data was therefore removed from the analysis to accurately reflect the 
standard processing time of a DLL licence.  

Only new applications, as well as ‘re-submissions’ (only relevant to A14 and CL33 
licences), were included in the analysis of turnaround time. These were grouped into one 
category, consistent with the approach used in the analysis for uptake. Licence 
modifications and licence renewals were not included as the processing times for these 
types of licences would not present an accurate reflection of the standard processing time 
of each licence. 
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2.3. Evaluation questionnaires  
Surveys and questionnaires provide the basis for addressing the key elements of the 
evaluation and link in closely to the sub-questions under EQ2, EQ3 and EQ4 in the 
evaluative framework. The surveys incorporate a diverse range of question formats, 
including yes/no responses, multiple choice, Likert scale (agree/disagree), and open-
ended free text questions, allowing for both quantitative analysis and qualitative insight. All 
questions are available in Appendix 4, 5 and 6.   

The following details outline the types of questionnaires and surveys used, the target 
recipients for each, and the number of individuals to whom each was distributed. 

Developer Feedback Questionnaire 

The Developer Survey Questionnaire was distributed in January 2025 to 688 contacts that 
were issued with a new DLL licence, as well as 330 contacts that withdrew their 
application, between the 1st April 2020 and 20th January 2025. Any duplicate contacts (i.e. 
where the same individual was listed multiple times as the associative contact) were 
removed from the distribution list. To ensure the remainder of the financial year (21st 
January- 31st March 2025) was accounted for, the DLL team distributed the questionnaire 
via a ‘licence issue’ email template to a further 59 contacts who were issued with a new 
licence, as well as a licence modification and renewal. To note, the initial target audience 
for the questionnaire was aimed at those issued with new licences, however, the 
questionnaire was embedded into the ‘licence issue’ email template which is used for all 
DLL licence types (new licences, and licence modifications and renewals). The 
questionnaire was distributed to an additional 36 contacts, who were known to have 
withdrawn their application within this period. An application is considered withdrawn when 
either an applicant notifies NE that they no longer wish to proceed, or if a provisional 
certificate is not signed prior to the expiry date. In total, the questionnaire was sent to 
1,113 individuals in 2025; 747 who had been issued with a DLL licence since 1st April 
2020, and 366 who had withdrawn their application within the same period.  

For Likert scale responses in the questionnaire, ‘don’t know/unsure’ selections were 
excluded from the analysis. This decision was based on several factors. Many questions 
involved comparisons between DLL and standard mitigation licensing (A14 licences). 
However, not all customers who engaged with the DLL process would have had 
experience with the standard licensing approach, particularly those involved in smaller 
developments, such as householders. In such cases, respondents were unable to provide 
informed answers and selected ‘don’t know/unsure’. While this option prevented survey 
drop out, it did not contribute meaningful data and risked skewing the overall results. 
Additionally, the questionnaire was distributed to customers who had withdrawn from the 
application process. Although they were invited to share their views, those who withdrew 
earlier on in the process might lack sufficient experience to answer certain questions, 
again opting for ‘don’t know/unsure’. Including these responses in the analysis therefore 
would have further skewed the findings.  
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It is important to note that the methodology has deviated from the original Monitoring and 
Evaluation Framework in certain respects. Notably, the framework initially recommended 
that a ‘transparency review’ was undertaken, whereby the DLL Provider (NE and NSP) 
would review the transparency of information available to developers via websites or other 
channels (please see Appendix 3). However, this approach was considered subjective and 
prone to bias. As an alternative approach, the Developer Feedback Questionnaire 
incorporated a survey question asking respondents to rate the transparency of specific 
types of information. This adjustment enabled a more impartial assessment.  

The analysis included responses that were submitted up until the end of the financial year 
(31st March 2025).  

Local Planning Authority (LPA) Survey  

The Local Planning Authority (LPA) survey was distributed in February 2025 to 301 
individuals, across a total of 147 LPAs. Each contact represented a relevant LPA for their 
respective DLL Scheme Area. These contacts were selected based on their association 
with the DLL Steering Group Meetings (groups which convene biannually to oversee the 
delivery of compensation ponds in each DLL scheme area). The contacts either actively 
participate in the meetings or have expressed an interest in staying informed despite being 
unable to attend. This approach ensured the survey reached individuals engaged in the 
development and oversight of the scheme.  

Responses were gathered up until the 20th June 2025, allowing time to capture a broad 
range of perspectives across DLL scheme areas.  

LPA contacts were informed by the DLL team that they could collaborate across 
departments within their respective authorities when completing the survey. This flexible 
approach enabled respondents to draw on a wider range of expertise, helping to address 
any knowledge gaps and ensure more comprehensive and informed responses across all 
survey questions. 
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In contrast to the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, the analysis of the Likert scale 
responses in the LPA survey included the ‘don’t know/unsure’ selections. This decision 
reflects the collaborative nature of the survey, where teams across different departments 
within the LPA were encouraged to work together to provide informed responses. As such, 
when ‘don’t know/unsure’ was selected, it was interpreted as a genuine indication of 
limited knowledge or awareness within the LPA. These responses are therefore valuable, 
and included in the analysis, as they highlight potential gaps in understanding or 
communication within the organisation that may suggest further attention or improvement. 
Additionally, the number of responses to the LPA survey was lower than those received for 
the developer questionnaire, resulting in a relatively small sample size. To support a 
robust analysis, ‘unsure/don’t know’ responses were retained and included in the 
evaluation. However, whether LPAs provided a collaborative response for their 
organisation or a response representing an individual’s perspective is unknown.    

Stakeholder Survey  

The Stakeholder Survey was sent to contacts from Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) and 
NE Area Team Leads, who also sit in the DLL steering groups of their respective DLL 
Scheme Area. The survey was sent to 19 NE Area Team Leads and 79 HDB contacts in 
January 2025. This was also after removing duplicate contacts, with some individuals 
overseeing multiple DLL Scheme Areas. The analysis incorporated responses from LPAs, 
gathered through the LPA Survey to address targeted questions (methodology detailed 
above). To prevent duplication of input from LPAs, the questions in the LPA Survey were 
intentionally aligned with those in the Stakeholder Survey. 

Responses were gathered until the 20th June 2025, allowing time to capture a broad range 
of perspectives across DLL scheme areas.  

The analysis of the Likert scale responses in the Stakeholder Survey included the ‘don’t 
know/unsure’ selections and this is due to the low number of responses received, resulting 
in a small sample size. To support a robust analysis, ‘unsure/don’t know’ responses were 
therefore retained and included in the evaluation. Similar to the LPA survey, it was also 
assumed that the NE Area Team Leads would be able to offer insight across topics, and 
that the selection of ‘don’t know/unsure’ would be a genuine knowledge gap rather than a 
lack of experience in a topic area.  

2.4. Natural England data  

Lessons Used Register  

A Lessons Used Register was created to records lessons learnt in DLL, that have then 
been used by wider teams in NE. This has provided insight into the extent in which DLL 
lessons used have led to increased resource efficiencies within NE. The DLL team 
reviewed the register at the end of each financial quarter during 2024/25 to identify and 
analyse the lessons known to have been applied. Further discussions were carried out 
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with wider teams of NE, to understand the resource efficiencies resulting from these 
lessons used. As the study period spanned the previous five financial years, lessons used 
were identified within the five-year period, not only the 2024/25 financial year. The findings 
were grouped into distinct themes and subsequently analysed within the context of this 
report. 

Income and expenditure 

Financial records have been analysed to understand the income and expenditure of DLL 
in the financial years between the 1st April 2020 to the 31st March 2025. This information 
was obtained from NE’s financial management records.  

NE generates income to fund DLL, including the operation of the scheme, creation and 
restoration, maintenance, and monitoring of compensation ponds for 25-years i.e. 
provision is made for long-term obligations, and licensing costs. The income is generated 
by fees charged to developers. There are three fees charged at different times through the 
DLL process. The fees, and how they have been used in analysing the DLL income, are 
detailed below. To note, the conservation fee is reviewed biennially to ensure it reflects 
current market prices. The enquiry and licence fee are also reviewed periodically. For 
simplicity, through this evaluation report the 2024/25 fees have been quoted and used in 
comparisons. Additionally, income is generated for discretionary advice provided to 
facilitate some more complex, DLL licence applications, also detailed below. 

• Enquiry Fee: Is charged on receipt of an enquiry from a developer. At the end of the 
2024/25 financial year, the DLL enquiry fee was £570 + VAT per enquiry. The total 
enquiry fee was generated by multiplying the number of enquiry applications by the 
fixed fee.  

• Licence Fee: Is charged when a licence has been issued. At the end of the 2024/25 
financial year, the DLL licence fee was £690 (VAT exempt). Householder 
applications, licences issued under a Public Health and Safety Purpose, are exempt 
from this fee. In more recent years, Licence Modifications have also been exempt 
from the Licence Fee, as costs are recovered through re-charging the Enquiry Fee.  

• Conservation Payment: This payment charged to developers depends on the 
number of compensation ponds required to offset the impact of the development on 
GCN. At the end of the 2024/25 financial year, the fixed cost for a compensation 
pond was £20,200. This fixed cost includes delivering a compensation pond, 
maintenance, and monitoring of the pond for 25-years, contribution towards the 
operation of the scheme and a contingency to fund the replacement of failed ponds. 
The total compensation income is the received income from the ponds allocated 
against development.  

• Discretionary Advice Service work: DLL utilises NE’s chargeable discretionary 
advice to provide a bespoke service for some developments, notably for complex 
cases. NE charges £110 (2024/25) an hour for its discretionary advice service work. 
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The total income is the number of chargeable hours worked multiplied by the 
chargeable rate. 

Between 2019 and 2022, NE received funds from the Ministry of Housing, Communities 
and Local Government (MHCLG) to the value of £7.9 million.  This funding was used to 
support the development of the science and methodologies underpinning the scheme and 
to pump prime the delivery of ponds in advance of licensing impacts. 

NE procures the delivery, maintenance, monitoring, and remediation of compensation 
ponds from Habitat Delivery Bodies. Standard payments are made per pond delivered, 
monitored and maintained at the rates set out below for the 2024/25 financial year. Based 
on previous demand and known future development needs, the number of ponds forecast 
to be required in each scheme area are commissioned. HDBs invoice NE on completion of 
works. The total expenditure figures analysed are the actual invoiced figures and 
represent the actual number of ponds delivered/ monitored multiplied by the relevant 
standard payment.  

• Pond delivery: £5,135 per pond 

• Pond Maintenance: £1,365 per pond 

• Pond monitoring: £235 per pond 

To understand wider trends in GCN populations, NE also procures annual baseline 
monitoring of ponds in the wider landscape. This expenditure is included within the total 
monitoring expenditure costs.  

Costs incurred by NE to process and issue the licences as well as operating the wider 
aspects of the DLL scheme, such as writing and reviewing the DLL area strategies and 
managing habitat delivery are included within the expenditure. Organisational costs, 
attributable to the operation of DLL are also included within the expenditure analysis.  

Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) 
 
The Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) required to operate the DLL Scheme within the financial 
years from 2020/21 to 2024/25 was calculated. The FTE was obtained from DLL Business 
Planning Records. The FTE required to support work regarding NatureSpace Partnership 
(a third-party provider of strategic licensing for GCN), as well as work relating to line 
management, DLL leadership, and associated overheads, were not included in the final 
calculations as this work does not reflect the core-delivery FTE required to specifically 
operate the NE-led DLL Scheme.  
 
DLL is an operational scheme, and therefore, the roles of staff include processing and 
issuing the licences, alongside operating the wider aspects of the scheme, including the 
development of DLL area strategies and habitat delivery. These specific areas of work, 
identified as ‘core-delivery’ are outlined below:   



 

Page 31 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

• Processing DLL applications and issuing the licences. 
• Working on complex cases and engaging with larger developers. 
• Writing and reviewing strategies for each scheme area to detail how DLL operates 

and the impact assessment for Favourable Conservation Status. 

• Producing species distribution modelling and analysis to feed into these strategies. 
• Working with HDBs to collect data and deliver ponds to meet forecast demand. 
• Engaging with DLL Steering Groups (made up of HDBs, Local Planning Authorities 

and NE Area Teams). 
• A Discretionary Advice Service (DAS) for complex cases.  

 
The DLL core-delivery FTE per financial year was divided by the number of new DLL 
licences issued per financial year.  
 
The average FTE per DLL licence issued was compared to the average FTE per A14 
licence issued. The data relating to the FTE associated with traditional mitigation licences 
(A14 and CL33 licences) was obtained from NE Business Planning Records. However, 
there were limitations with the data. Firstly, the FTE relating to A14 and CL33 licences 
could not be separated, and therefore the FTE figures used within the analysis relate to 
both licence types. Secondly, the data for 2020/2021 financial year was not available, and 
therefore, the analysis was only based on 4-years of data, instead of 5-years. These 
limitations should be considered when interpreting the results. The FTE was then divided 
by the number of new and resubmission A14 and CL33 licences issued per financial year. 
Please note that the ‘reduced dataset’ (used to analyse the turnaround time and uptake of 
the traditional mitigation licences) has also been used in this analysis to ensure 
consistency.   

Staff costs  

The staff costs were used to calculate the average staff cost per licence issued under both 
DLL and traditional mitigation licensing (both A14 and CL33 licences), per financial year 
from 2020/21 to 2024/25. Please note that the same limitations, noted within the 
methodology above concerning FTE, were also relevant to the staff costs associated with 
A14 and CL33 licences. These limitations should be considered when interpreting the 
results.  

The staff costs per financial year for both DLL and traditional mitigation licensing were 
analysed using the direct staff costs (direct staff salaries), total direct overheads (i.e. the 
associated overheads, travel and subsistence, and invoice support ), as well as indirect 
overheads (e.g. senior management and organisational specialist costs such as finance 
and legal attributable to DLL), split by financial year. To ensure consistency within the 
analysis, the staff costs associated with DLL only include costs relating to the core-delivery 
staff, mentioned within the methodology detailing the FTE calculations for DLL.   
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Adaptions and improvements of DLL  

The analysis draws on a range of records and information maintained by the DLL team in 
NE, focusing on the five-year study period, to assess the extent to which DLL has been 
regularly adapted and improved to maintain Favourable Conservation Status of GCN, and 
to align with other NE initiatives. The information was obtained through insights of project 
outcome and lessons learnt reports, as well as discussions with specific members of the 
DLL team. The main improvements were grouped into themes.  

3. Answering the evaluation questions  

EQ 1. To what extent does DLL contribute to the 
achievement of Favourable Conservation Status for 
GCN? 

Summary 

There has been no loss of range and a net increase (of 180 occupied monads) in 
distribution of GCN.  This analysis is based on 12 DLL scheme areas since their launch, 
but it is important to note these changes should be attributed to all factors influencing 
GCN, not just those associated with DLL.   

Nationally NE DLL has resulted in an increase in population, with a net increase of 924.81 
ponds and a net increase of 387 ponds occupied by GCN, as a result of licensed 
development. This equates to approximately 2.5 occupied compensation ponds for every 
occupied pond lost to development (out of the four compensation ponds delivered, for 
everyone one occupied pond lost). When looking at the five-year pond occupancy, six 
scheme areas, exceed the baseline occupancy.  However, success of pond colonisation 
and therefore occupancy varies by scheme area, and where DLL is not currently 
performing as expected this is being further explored. If the forecasted pond loss and 
compensation ponds for developments with an agreed IACPC are counted, there is a 
further net increase of 951.91 ponds. Added to the net increase in ponds as a result of 
licensed developments, this would result in an overall net increase of 1876.72 ponds. 

Since launch, the DLL scheme has delivered 3770 compensation ponds. 75% of the 
ponds surveyed in 2024 are identified as being of good or excellent suitability to support 
GCN, when assessed using the HSI method (Oldham et al., 2000).   

There has been an increase of 16,314 hectares of habitat predicted to be suitable for GCN 
within all scheme areas, although this change is attributed to all factors influencing GCN.  
When looking at just those that might be more closely attributed to the impacts of DLL an 
increase of 3,448 ha of suitable habitat is predicted.   
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Connectivity of ponds has been explored, and when comparing HSI pond count data for 
baseline ponds and DLL ponds monitored, connectivity appears to be higher (there are 
more ponds within 1km of a surveyed pond) for compensation ponds in 11 out of 18 
scheme areas.  

Under standard mitigation (A14) licensing, post-development habitat management, 
maintenance and population monitoring is variable. And a lack of licence return data is a 
barrier to understanding the effectiveness of mitigation measures in conserving GCN 
populations impacted by development. Under DLL, a Landowner Agreement sets out 
permitted and restricted activities, monitoring and maintenance requirements over a 25-
year monitoring schedule. But most DLL ponds are currently less than five years old, 
limiting the available data to assess long-term management effectiveness at this time.   

EQ 1.1 To what extent has DLL made a net contribution to the range, 
population and habitat of GCN, locally and nationally, as a contribution to 
FCS? 

EQ1.1.1 What has been the contribution of DLL to GCN range? 

Table 4 summarises the analysis of 12 DLL scheme areas. In all 12 of these areas, there 
has been no change in range - the number of 10km grid squares (hectads) predicted to be 
occupied by GCN since the scheme’s launch.  

The only apparent reduction is in Cheshire, where one hectad appears to have been lost. 
However, this hectad lies on the edge of Warrington and is not fully within the Cheshire 
scheme area. Warrington and Halton were not included in the original modelling when the 
scheme launched in 2019 but were incorporated in 2021. At the time of the 2019 baseline, 
the Cheshire scheme area contained 32 occupied hectads, all of which remain occupied. 
The hectad that appears to have been lost was considered occupied in 2019, but not in 
2021, meaning the change occurred before DLL became available in Warrington. 

This perceived reduction is a result of a single pond being removed from the Ordnance 
Survey pond dataset and not as a result of the operation of DLL. This change reduced the 
pond density, leading to a loss of predicted suitable habitat within the portion of the hectad 
that overlaps with the scheme area. However, suitable habitat remains in the rest of the 
hectad, and it is therefore still considered occupied when considered in its entirety.  
Therefore, Table 4 has been amended to show no change in the number of occupied 
hectads for the Cheshire scheme. 

In conclusion, there has been no loss of range in analysed NE-led DLL scheme areas 
since their launch. However, it is important to note that this analysis reflects not only the 
contribution of DLL but also other impacts and habitat conservation efforts that are beyond 
the scope of DLL.  
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Table 4. GCN Range: The number of occupied 10km grid squares (hectads) within 
analysed scheme areas at scheme area launch and at the 4-year review point. 

Scheme area Baseline 
number of 
occupied 
hectads 

Number of 
hectads 
occupied at 4 
year review 

Change in the 
number of 
occupied 
hectads 

Kent and Medway 51 51 0 

Cheshire 36 35 0 

Essex 55 55 0 

Somerset 43 43 0 

Swindon and Wiltshire 51 51 0 

North Somerset and 
South Gloucestershire 

21 21 0 

Greater Manchester 22 22 0 

Cambridgeshire 49 49 0 

Norfolk and Suffolk 113 113 0 

Shropshire 53 53 0 

Lancashire 43 43 0 

Leicestershire 57 57 0 

Total 594 593 0 

Notes: Table 4 has been amended to show no change in the number of occupied 
hectads for the Cheshire scheme. This is because a hectad not fully within the 
Cheshire scheme area, was included in baseline data. See above section EQ1.1.1 for 
full explanation. A hectad is considered occupied if it is predicted to contain 
suitable habitat for GCN. This analysis reflects not only the contribution of DLL but 
also other impacts and habitat conservation efforts that are beyond the scope of 
DLL. 
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EQ1.1.2 Has there been an expansion in the distribution of GCN? 

Table 5 presents the change in distribution of the species via number of 1km grid squares 
(monads) predicted to contain suitable habitat for GCN at the time of scheme area launch, 
at the point of the 4-year review, and the overall change over that period.  

Across all analysed scheme areas, there has been a net increase of 180 occupied 
monads, suggesting an apparent expansion in the distribution of GCN over the analysis 
period.  

However, reductions in occupied monads were observed in two scheme areas: 

• North Somerset and South Gloucestershire: a decrease of 2 monads 
• Lancashire: a decrease of 23 monads. 

In North Somerset and South Gloucestershire, this apparent reduction is likely due to a 
reduction in the number of ponds in the Ordnance Survey pond dataset, rather than as a 
result of the impacts of developments licensed through DLL. In Lancashire the number of 
ponds in the OS dataset has increased, but ponds added to the dataset have been 
clustered towards existing higher pond density areas, while ponds lost have been from low 
pond density areas. Lancashire, particularly to the South-east, includes areas of lower 
pond density which are also fragmented, a greater proportion of free-draining soil which is 
more susceptible to drying out in some years, and terrestrial habitat typically is less 
favourable compared to other scheme areas. Therefore, the Lancashire model is sensitive 
to the loss or gain of any pond. A net increase in occupied ponds is seen in both areas 
(16.25 in North Somerset and South Gloucestershire, 4.62 in Lancashire). 

It is important to note that while the overall trend indicates expansion, these figures reflect 
a combination of influences, including DLL interventions and other environmental factors 
beyond the scope of DLL.  
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Table 5. Number of occupied 1km grid squares (monads) within analysed scheme 
areas at scheme area launch and at the four-year review point.  

Scheme area Baseline number 
of occupied 
monads 

Number of 
monads 
occupied at 4-
year review 

Change in the 
number of 
occupied monads 

Kent 2244 2322 78 

Cheshire 2094 2118 24 

Essex 3602 3619 17 

Somerset 2662 2674 12 

Swindon and Wiltshire 2678 2679 1 

North Somerset and 
South Gloucestershire 

889 887 -2 

Greater Manchester 1020 1051 31 

Cambridgeshire 1809 1809 0 

Norfolk and Suffolk 6996 7015 19 

Shropshire 3202 3222 20 

Lancashire 1966 1943 -23 

Leicestershire 3587 3590 3 

Total 32749 32929 180 

Notes: A monad is considered occupied if it is predicted to contain suitable habitat 
for GCN. This analysis reflects not only the contribution of DLL but also other 
impacts and habitat conservation efforts that are beyond the scope of DLL. 
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EQ1.1.3 What has been the contribution of DLL to the GCN population? 

Compensation pond delivery 

Since its launch, the DLL scheme has delivered 3770 compensation ponds across NE-led 
scheme areas, comprising 2,132 pond creations (57%) and 1,638 restorations (43%). The 
distribution of compensation ponds between DLL scheme areas is shown in Table 6. 

Monitoring surveys conducted in 2024 assessed 2,432 ponds that were eligible and 
accessible for survey and holding water. Of these, 75% achieved a HSI score of 0.7 or 
above and are therefore of good or excellent suitability for GCN (see Figure 2). This 
exceeds the 41% of existing ponds with a HSI score of 0.7 or above, during baseline 
surveys in 2017-2019. To date DLL has successfully created and restored a substantial 
number of high-quality GCN ponds across its operational areas, providing important 
breeding opportunities for the species. The HSI score of a pond can change over time, but 
DLL ponds are managed to ensure they achieve good or excellent condition. 
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Table 6. Number of compensation ponds created and restored across NE-led 
scheme areas. 

 Scheme Area Created Restored Total 

Cambridgeshire  104  59  163  

Cheshire  367  147  514  

Cumbria  50  8  58  

Derbyshire  56  19  75  

Essex  256  207  463  

Greater Manchester  79  86  165  

Hertfordshire  17  45  62  

Kent  150  212  362  

Lancashire  110  42  152  

Leicestershire, Rutland and South 
Kesteven  

93  63  156  

Northeast Yorkshire  82  36  118  

Norfolk and Suffolk  70  376  446  

Northumberland. Durham and Tees 
Valley  

168  16  184  

Note: Figures exclude ponds that have failed or those within scheme areas 
previously or currently led by an LPA. 
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Figure 2. The HSI categories of compensation ponds, split by year of delivery 

 

Net increase in ponds 

NE has delivered ponds that are compensating for the impacts of developments licenced 
via the scheme, and some that are delivered in advance will act as compensation for 
future licenced developments.  When considering impacts on GCN populations, it is 
important to consider both the ponds lost to developments licensed under the scheme and 
the ponds delivered as compensation. Across all NE-led scheme areas, DLL has resulted 
in a net increase of 924.81 ponds when comparing losses from licensed developments to 
the number of compensation ponds compensating for these licensed developments alone. 
The net increases overall and for each scheme area individually are shown in Table 7.  

The figures for net increase presented are likely to be an underestimate, as it is unlikely 
that all ponds within development boundaries are lost and proportional impacts on off-site 
ponds are included in the figures, but these ponds are indirectly affected and therefore 
remain in the landscape.  

Additional to the ponds allocated to licenced developments, there are 2264.10 ponds 
available to compensate for future impacts. Of these: 

• 1589.18 ponds are allocated to developments that have committed to joining DLL 
(developments have an IACPC agreed and are likely awaiting planning or other 
permissions). 
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• 674.92 ponds are available for allocation to future developments that may join the 
scheme. 

If the forecasted pond loss and compensation ponds for developments with an agreed 
IACPC (and therefore have the potential to become licensed) are counted, there is a 
further net increase of 951.91 ponds. Added to the net increase in ponds as a result of 
licensed developments, this would result in an overall net increase of 1876.72 ponds.  

These figures demonstrate that DLL has resulted in a significant increase in the number of 
ponds available for GCN, supporting population resilience and expansion.  

Table 7. Net increase in ponds as a result of developments licensed under DLL and 
remaining compensation ponds by scheme area. 

Scheme Area Total ponds 
lost to 
licensed 
developments 

Number of 
compensation 
ponds 
allocated to 
licensed 
development 

Net increase 
in ponds as a 
result of 
licensed 
developments 

Remaining 
ponds available 
to compensate 
for future 
impacts 

Cambridgeshire 18.08 57.76 39.68 105.24 

Cheshire 82.30 218.68 136.38 295.32 

Cumbria 12.08 18.33 6.25 39.67 

Derbyshire 8.87 25.09 16.22 49.91 

Essex 64.85 156.70 91.85 306.30 

Greater 
Manchester 

21.66 59.19 37.53 105.81 

Hertfordshire 0.41 2.40 1.99 59.60 

Kent 44.84 145.46 100.62 216.54 

Lancashire 15.06 45.51 30.45 106.49 

Leicestershire 27.07 72.28 45.21 83.72 
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Scheme Area Total ponds 
lost to 
licensed 
developments 

Number of 
compensation 
ponds 
allocated to 
licensed 
development 

Net increase 
in ponds as a 
result of 
licensed 
developments 

Remaining 
ponds available 
to compensate 
for future 
impacts 

Norfolk and 
Suffolk 

117.03 281.26 164.23 164.75 

Northeast 
Yorkshire 

13.72 29.05 15.33 88.95 

Northwest 
Yorkshire 

11.98 40.67 28.69 68.34 

Northumberland 24.12 65.55 41.43 118.46 

Shropshire 20.16 42.79 22.63 106.21 

Somerset 36.92 90.62 53.90 62.38 

Southeast 
Yorkshire and 
North 
Lincolnshire 

19.21 43.79 24.58 129.21 

South 
Gloucestershire 
and North 
Somerset 

20.92 56.79 35.87 57.21 

Swindon and 
Wiltshire 

22.03 54.00 31.97 100.00 

Total 581.10 1505.90 924.81 2264.10 

Notes: Ponds within development boundaries are assumed to be lost, but it is 
unlikely that all ponds are lost. Proportional impacts on off-site ponds are included, 
but these ponds are indirectly affected and remain in the landscape. The figures 
presented for net increase in ponds are likely to be an underestimate. 
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Occupancy of compensation ponds 

Table 8 below breaks down the five-year occupancy percentage of ponds by scheme area 
alongside the baseline occupancy recorded during survey work that was undertaken 
across the areas to provide evidence to inform the development of DLL prior to launch.  

The expectation of DLL is not for all compensation ponds to be occupied. In six of the 
scheme areas, the five-year pond occupancy percentage exceeds the baseline 
occupancy. Of these areas, the difference is most pronounced in Kent, Norfolk and Suffolk 
and South Gloucestershire and North Somerset. In Kent and Norfolk and Suffolk, this may 
be due to the greater proportion of compensation ponds that have been restored (Table 3), 
as the occupancy rate of restored ponds is in general higher than in created ponds (Figure 
3). Restored ponds are potentially quicker to establish, than created ponds. The reason for 
the higher five-year occupancy rate in South Gloucestershire and North Somerset is 
unclear.  

The five-year occupancy percentage is lower than the baseline occupancy in the majority 
of scheme areas. However, this is to be expected to some degree as the compensation 
ponds surveyed range from only two to five years in age (see Figure 3) and therefore 
occupancy may still be expected to increase over time, whilst the ponds surveyed as part 
of the baseline surveys were likely to be much more mature as existing ponds within the 
landscape. The national GCN occupancy estimates range from 6% to 20% (Buxton et al., 
Ewald and Carter, 2024). Compensation ponds in the majority of scheme areas are 
exceeding the upper limit of this and no scheme areas fall below 6%, with the exception of 
Cumbria, where only two ponds have been surveyed, which is not sufficient data to draw 
meaningful conclusions. The occupancy of compensation ponds is therefore within 
predicted range of national occupancy.  

It is to be expected that compensation ponds will take longer to be occupied by GCN in 
some areas that others. This can be due to a range of factors, including pond density, the 
occupancy of other ponds in the area, the habitats present, climate and connectivity. For 
example, in the north of England, where ponds density is generally lower and the climate 
cooler, colonisation is expected to take longer. This is reflected in the generally lower five-
year occupancy rates in the north of England. It is for this reason that compensation ponds 
are monitored for 25-years.  It should be noted that the baseline data is for one survey 
year per scheme areas, whilst the five-year occupancy is based on five years of data.   
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Table 8. Comparison of the baseline percentage of ponds occupied by GCN and the 
five-year occupancy of DLL ponds by scheme area. 

Scheme Area Baseline Occupancy 
recorded in a single year 
between 2017 and 2019 

DLL Five-year pond 
occupancy 

Cambridgeshire 33% 32% 

Cheshire 34% 44% 

Cumbria 14% 0% 

Derbyshire 40% 40% 

Essex 47% 36%  

Greater Manchester 28% 27% 

Hertfordshire 50% 46% 

Kent 33% 62% 

Lancashire 12% 14% 

Leicestershire 39% 35% 

Norfolk and Suffolk 32% 49% 

Northeast Yorkshire 26% 19% 

Northwest Yorkshire 17% 13% 

Northumberland 18% 10% 

Shropshire 40% 34% 

Somerset 32% 19% 

Southeast Yorkshire and 
North Lincolnshire 

33% 21% 
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Scheme Area Baseline Occupancy 
recorded in a single year 
between 2017 and 2019 

DLL Five-year pond 
occupancy 

South Gloucestershire 
and North Somerset 

32% 48% 

Swindon and Wiltshire 32% 38% 

Notes: All figures have been rounded to the nearest whole number. The baseline 
data is for one survey year per scheme area, whilst the five-year occupancy is 
based on five years of data.   Only two ponds in Cumbria had reached their first 
monitoring year in 2024. 

Figure 3. Positive GCN survey results from the 2024 survey season split by whether 
the pond was created or restored and the year of pond delivery 

Net increase in occupied ponds 

Table 9 presents the number of compensation ponds required to compensate for the 
impacts of developments licensed under DLL. It compares the number of occupied ponds 
lost with the number of allocated compensation ponds that are occupied. Compensation 
ponds are considered occupied if they have received a positive eDNA result during a 
monitoring survey in the past five-years. 

The data shows that DLL has delivered a net increase of 387 occupied ponds nationally, 
as a result of developments licensed and compensated for under DLL. This equates to 
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approximately 2.5 occupied compensation ponds having been delivered for every 
occupied pond lost to development. This suggests that DLL is having a positive impact on 
the GCN population at a national level. 

Most individual scheme areas show a net increase in occupied ponds, indicating that DLL 
is having a positive impact in these areas. However, exceptions include: 

• Cumbria, where the scheme is relatively new and only two ponds had reached the 
required age for monitoring in 2024, both of which were not found to be occupied by 
GCN. As more ponds mature and become eligible for survey, occupancy rates are 
expected to increase. 

• North East Yorkshire and Northumberland, Durham and Tees Valley, which 
currently show a net loss of 4.86 and 4.57 occupied ponds respectively. However, 
this is based on allocating the oldest ponds to licensed developments, rather than 
those confirmed as occupied. Both areas have sufficient occupied ponds that have 
not been allocated to licensed developments and have been created more recently 
to offset these losses. Therefore, no net loss in occupied ponds has occurred in 
these areas up to the end of the 2024/25 financial year.   

These areas are being closely monitored, and actions being considered to prevent future 
losses, with remedial measures to address this situation, if necessary. However, these are 
all areas in the north of England where, as stated above, colonisation rates are expected 
to be slower than elsewhere. It is therefore anticipated that the number of occupied 
compensation ponds will increase over time and that a net loss in occupied ponds will not 
occur.  Future monitoring data will be closely considered to better understand outcomes in 
these areas.   

The number of occupied GCN ponds is a measure included within the FCS definition for 
the species. In order to maintain the conservation status of GCN, DLL aims to ensure that 
there is no net loss in occupied ponds as a result of developments that have been issued 
a licence through the scheme. This has been achieved at the end of the 2024/25 financial 
year. 
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Table 9. The estimated number of occupied ponds lost to licensed development, the number of occupied ponds compensating 
for these impacts and the net increase in occupied ponds split by scheme area.  

Scheme Area Total occupied 
ponds lost to 
licensed 
developments 

Compensation 
pond 
requirement 
for licensed 
development  

Number of 
occupied 
ponds 
compensating 
for licensed 
development 

Net increase 
in occupied 
ponds 

Number of 
occupied 
compensation 
pond per 
occupied pond 
lost 

Number of occupied 
compensation 
ponds not allocated 
to licensed 
developments 

Cambridgeshire 8.81 57.76 22.00 13.19 2.5 16.00 

Cheshire 34.12 218.68 115.00 80.88 3.4 78.00 

Cumbria 1.49 18.33 0.00 -1.49 0.0 0.00 

Derbyshire 4.52 25.09 13.00 8.48 2.9 5.00 

Essex 31.99 156.70 60.00 28.01 1.9 23.00 

Greater 
Manchester 

9.83 59.19 16.00 6.17 1.6 20.00 

Hertfordshire 0.32 2.40 1.00 0.68 3.1 20.00 

Kent 22.44 145.46 107.00 84.56 4.8 48.00 
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Scheme Area Total occupied 
ponds lost to 
licensed 
developments 

Compensation 
pond 
requirement 
for licensed 
development  

Number of 
occupied 
ponds 
compensating 
for licensed 
development 

Net increase 
in occupied 
ponds 

Number of 
occupied 
compensation 
pond per 
occupied pond 
lost 

Number of occupied 
compensation 
ponds not allocated 
to licensed 
developments 

Lancashire 6.38 45.51 11.00 4.62 1.7 5.00 

Leicestershire 12.70 72.28 26.00 13.30 2.0 9.00 

Norfolk and 
Suffolk 

43.27 281.26 134 90.73 3.1 9.00 

Northeast 
Yorkshire 

8.86 29.05 4.00 -4.86 0.5 10.00 

Northwest 
Yorkshire 

6.58 40.67 7.00 0.42 1.1 1.00 

Northumberland, 
Durham and 
Tees Valley 

10.57 65.55 6.00 -4.57 0.6 6.00 

Shropshire 6.94 42.79 21.00 14.06 3.0 11.00 

Somerset 17.07 90.62 22.00 4.93 1.3 2.00 
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Scheme Area Total occupied 
ponds lost to 
licensed 
developments 

Compensation 
pond 
requirement 
for licensed 
development  

Number of 
occupied 
ponds 
compensating 
for licensed 
development 

Net increase 
in occupied 
ponds 

Number of 
occupied 
compensation 
pond per 
occupied pond 
lost 

Number of occupied 
compensation 
ponds not allocated 
to licensed 
developments 

Southeast 
Yorkshire and 
North 
Lincolnshire 

6.53 43.79 18.00 11.47 2.8 10.00 

South 
Gloucestershire 
and North 
Somerset 

9.31 56.79 32.00 22.69 3.4 12.00 

Swindon and 
Wiltshire 

9.31 54.00 23.00 13.69 2.5 26.00 

Total 251.03 1505.90 638.00 386.97 2.5 311.00 

Note: This analysis is based on the assumption that the oldest compensation ponds delivered, are compensating for impacts 
licensed. This is in line with DLL licensing process, of first allocating (to development) compensation ponds which are more 
than one year old.
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EQ1.1.4 What has been the contribution of DLL to suitable GCN habitat? 

Table 10 presents the area of suitable habitat predicted within each scheme area at the 
launch the scheme and when the 4-year review was undertaken and the overall change. 
Across all scheme areas, there has been a total predicted increase in suitable GCN 
habitat of 16,314 hectares over the analysis period; a 2% increase on the baseline area.  

A net increase in predicted suitable habitat has been observed in 10 out of the 12 scheme 
areas, with the largest increases observed in Kent (12%) and Greater Manchester (11%). 
Slight reductions in predicted suitable habitat have been recorded in Norfolk and Suffolk 
and Leicestershire of 498ha (-0.3%) and 509ha (-1%) respectively.  

The data suggests that suitable habitat available for GCN has increased since baseline 
predictions were made in each area. The reductions in the Norfolk and Suffolk and Greater 
Manchester scheme areas are relatively minor and are likely to be at least in part 
attributable to updates in the pond data set used in the predictions, rather than actual 
habitat loss. It is important to note that these predicted changes represent the wider 
change in suitable habitat for GCN and are not attributable to DLL alone. Predictions of the 
change in suitable habitat as a result of DLL can be found in Table 11. 

Table 10. The amount of suitable GCN habitat predicted within analysed scheme 
areas, at scheme area launch and at the review point, and the overall change. 

Scheme area Baseline area 
of suitable 
habitat (ha)  

Area of 
suitable 
habitat at 4 
year review 
(ha) 

Change in the 
area of 
predicted 
suitable 
habitat (ha) 

Percentage 
change 

Kent 50728 57017 6289 12% 

Cheshire 49454 50192 738 1% 

Essex 84022 85182 1160 1% 

Somerset 75861 76602 921 1% 

Swindon and 
Wiltshire 

80897 82493 1596 2% 

North Somerset 
and South 
Gloucestershire 

25748 25906 157 1% 
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Scheme area Baseline area 
of suitable 
habitat (ha)  

Area of 
suitable 
habitat at 4 
year review 
(ha) 

Change in the 
area of 
predicted 
suitable 
habitat (ha) 

Percentage 
change 

Greater 
Manchester 

22747 25177 2430 11% 

Cambridgeshire 25958 26099 141 1% 

Norfolk and 
Suffolk 

148453 147955 -498 -0.3% 

Shropshire 88279 91367 3088 3% 

Lancashire 62832 63632 800 1% 

Leicestershire 96622 96113 -509 -1% 

Total 811420 827734 16314 2% 

Note: These predicted changes represent the wider change in suitable habitat for 
GCN and are not attributable to DLL alone. 

The predicted increases in suitable habitat included in Table 11 are based on the area of 
suitable GCN habitat that is predicted to have been within the boundaries of developments 
that have been licensed under DLL and the predicted gain in suitable habitat within 250m 
of all compensation ponds that have been delivered, not just those that have been 
allocated to compensate for the impacts of licensed developments. However, this reflects 
the currently predicted gain in suitable habitat as a result of DLL. Table 11 uses the 
average habitat gain per pond multiplied by the number of ponds compensating for 
licensing impacts to give an estimate of the habitat gain as a result of licensed 
developments alone. There is a predicted net increase in suitable habitat, as a result of 
DLL, in all scheme areas analysed. 
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Table 11. The predicted change in suitable habitat as a result of DLL in the 12 
analysed scheme areas. 

Scheme Area Predicted area of 
suitable GCN 
habitat lost from 
within licensed 
development 
boundaries (ha) 

Predicted gain in 
suitable GCN 
habitat within 250m 
of all 
compensation 
ponds (ha) 

Predicted 
change in 
suitable habitat 
(ha) 

Kent 13 432 419 

Cheshire 58 327 269 

Essex 15 283 268 

Somerset 2 659 657 

Swindon and 
Wiltshire 

4 262 258 

North Somerset and 
South 
Gloucestershire 

3 256 253 

Greater Manchester 2 250 248 

Cambridgeshire 3 124 122 

Norfolk and Suffolk 28 320 292 

Shropshire 7 175 167 

Lancashire 3 248 245 

Leicestershire 4 254 250 

Total 141 3589 3448 

Note: This second analysis of suitable habitat is a predicted change as a result of 
DLL alone. 
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EQ 1.2. Has there been an increase in connectivity of great crested newt 
habitats? 

Connectivity has been investigated by comparing the HSI Factor 8 “pond count”, for 
baseline pond data, and compensation ponds monitored in 2024. An average for each 
scheme area has been calculated, in both the baseline and monitoring data. Table 12 
shows that for 11 out of 18 scheme areas pond density appears to be higher (more ponds 
within 1km of surveyed ponds) for compensation ponds monitored in 2024, than baseline 
ponds monitored in 2017-2019. It should be noted that the number of data points varies 
(shown in brackets for each area), in particular the Cumbria monitoring includes only two 
surveyed ponds, due to Cumbria being a relatively new scheme area. For Swindon and 
Wiltshire, there is only baseline data for Wiltshire. For this evaluation, this comparison has 
not been carried out for the Kent scheme area. This is because unlike other scheme 
areas, NE does not own or currently have access to the Kent baseline survey data. A third 
party carried out the baseline surveys for Kent. Therefore, there are currently some 
limitations to this analysis. 

Table 12. The average number of ponds within 1km of a surveyed pond; for baseline 
surveys of existing ponds (2017, 2018, 2019), and DLL compensation ponds 
monitored in 2024 (sample sizes shown in brackets). 

Scheme area Baseline average number 
of ponds within 1km of a 
surveyed pond (2017, 
2018, 2019) 

Average number of 
ponds within 1km of a 
compensation pond 
surveyed in 2024 

Cambridgeshire  9.00 (n=227) 9.95 (n=120) 

Cheshire  25.00 (n=243) 11.61 (n=371) 

Cumbria  8.00 (n=316) 3.00 (n=2) 

Derbyshire  11.00 (n=92) 6.60 (n=42) 

Essex  3.00 (n=282) 18.29 (n=221) 

Greater Manchester  16.00 (n=47) 16.12 (n=113) 

Hertfordshire  10.00 (n=79) 12.59 (m=46) 

Kent  No data 10.53 (n=186) 

Lancashire  15.00 (n=100) 7.15 (n=114) 
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Scheme area Baseline average number 
of ponds within 1km of a 
surveyed pond (2017, 
2018, 2019) 

Average number of 
ponds within 1km of a 
compensation pond 
surveyed in 2024 

Leicestershire, Rutland and 
South Kesteven  

6.00 (n=262) 14.89 (n=96) 

Northeast Yorkshire  7.00 (n=356) 8.97 (n=74) 

Norfolk and Suffolk  5.00 (n=331) 24.56 (n=281) 

Northumberland. Durham 
and Tees Valley  

6.00 (352) 7.92 (n=100) 

Northwest Yorkshire  5.00 (n=356) 5.86 (n=58) 

Southeast Yorkshire and 
North Lincolnshire  

3.00 (n=264) 7.46 (n=131) 

South Gloucestershire and 
North Somerset  

8.00 (n=70) 5.52 (n=71) 

Shropshire  3.00 (n=256) 6.41 (n=90) 

Somerset  9.00 (n=214) 5.64 (n=112) 

Swindon and Wiltshire  10.00 (n=250) 4.35 (n=109) 

Note: This comparison has not been carried out for the Kent scheme area, due to 
the Kent baseline survey data being third-party. 

EQ1.3. Has there been an improvement in the security of long-term 
management of GCN habitats? 

For this evaluation question, the analysis explores the long-term habitat management and 
monitoring required under DLL and considers how the monitoring results for DLL 
compensation ponds differ from the baseline surveys of existing ponds prior to launch. The 
analysis then compares the information available under DLL with the management and 
monitoring requirements under standard mitigation licensing, to understand whether there 
has been an improvement in the security of long-term management of GCN habitats under 
DLL.  



 

Page 54 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

The long-term management of DLL compensation ponds  

As a first step to pond creation, the relevant HDB will contact potential landowners that fall 
within the Strategic Opportunity Area (SOA). Once a landowner has been found and are 
happy to sign up to the DLL scheme, a Landowner Agreement must be signed. This 
agreement sets out permitted and restricted activities for the newly created or restored 
pond. This is a non-legally binding agreement between the HDB, NE and the landowner, 
where signing the agreement shows that they understand that the ponds will need 
monitoring and maintaining at regular intervals over a 25-year period. As of 7th November 
2025, 170 landowner agreements were recorded as signed by 31st March 2025, 
demonstrating that landowner agreements are in place for future pond delivery. This 
number of agreements excludes those for compensation ponds already delivered.  

As detailed above, the DLL landowner agreement is not legally binding. Therefore, where 
land ownership changes over the 25-year agreement period, the new landowner can 
choose whether the pond remains within the DLL scheme. If the new landowner chooses 
not to, then that pond is classed as ‘failed’ and the pond in question is no longer part of the 
DLL scheme. Under the DLL scheme, more ponds are delivered than are required to 
compensate for lost ponds, resulting in ‘contingency ponds’ being available. This means if 
a pond has failed, it can be replaced with a contingency pond, and the number of ponds 
compensating for lost ponds is maintained.  

To monitor ponds, NE follows the WC1067 protocol for eDNA sampling and the ARG UK 
Advice Note 5 for HSI Surveys (based on Oldham et al., 2000). Annually NE provides 
HDBs with a list of ponds due a monitoring visit. Pond ages are based on financial years – 
i.e. a pond delivered between 1st April 2024 and 31st March 2025 will be in ‘Year 1’ in 
2025-26, ‘Year 2’ in 2026-27 etc. A pond is monitored when it is in years: 2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 14, 
19, 24, with one additional contingency eDNA survey available to use within interim years. 
The monitoring season begins on the 15th April and ends on the 30th June. NE require the 
eDNA and HSI data to be provided in a consistent format no later than the 15th July 
annually. After monitoring, HDBs are also responsible for flagging to NE where they think 
remediation or maintenance is required.  

If there are concerns about pond suitability, an HDB has the option to mark a pond as 
‘under review’ where further observation and remediation work is required and fail a pond 
if it is completely unsuitable.  

 A pond is considered failed or withdrawn from the scheme if: 

• At any time during the first five-years, the HDB decides that despite interventions, 
the pond would be incapable of holding water in the long term, or  

• The pond is removed from the scheme by the landowner, or access is repeatedly 
refused to monitor the pond during the 25-year period, or 

• The pond is found to have a HSI score of less than 0.7 during scheduled monitoring 
in years 5 (contingency survey), 9, 14, 19 and 24, such that management and 
maintenance works would be unable to recover the pond, or it would be more cost 
effective to create a new pond elsewhere.  

https://adas.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Natural-England-Technical-Advice-Note-2.pdf
https://www.arguk.org/info-advice/advice-notes/9-great-crested-newt-habitat-suitability-index-arg-advice-note-5/file
https://www.arguk.org/info-advice/advice-notes/9-great-crested-newt-habitat-suitability-index-arg-advice-note-5/file
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Further to the above definition of pond failure, the results of any eDNA sampling is also 
considered. 

DLL compensation pond monitoring results  

The overall pond failure rate remains low. To date, 120 ponds (3.1% of the total 3,890 
ponds delivered) have been withdrawn from the scheme. The reasons given for pond 
failures to date include landowners withdrawing their ponds from the scheme, land being 
sold, ponds not being considered suitable for GCN and where remediation is not viable. 
Failed ponds are excluded from the pond delivery totals and further analysis in this report. 

Further to the EQ 1.1.3 section, of the 2,432 compensation ponds surveyed in 2024, 75% 
achieved a HSI score of 0.7 or above and are therefore of good or excellent suitability for 
GCN. As noted earlier, this exceeds the 41% of existing ponds with a HSI score of 0.7 or 
above, during baseline surveys in 2017-2019. Table 13 shows a breakdown of HSI results 
by scheme area, and a comparison between baseline surveys carried out on existing 
ponds between 2017 and 2019, and monitoring of DLL compensation ponds in 2024. This 
comparison shows that for all 19 scheme areas individually, the percentage of ponds with 
a HSI score of 0.7 or above (good or excellent suitability for GCN) is higher in 
compensation ponds monitored in 2024 than baseline surveys. 
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Table 13. A comparison of Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) surveys undertaken on 
existing ponds during eDNA surveys in 2017-2019, with monitoring of DLL 
compensation ponds in 2024 (a single year of survey) 

Scheme area Percentage of baseline 
ponds with a HSI score 
of 0.7 or above (2017-
2019) 

Percentage of 
compensation ponds 
with a HSI score of 0.7 
or above (2024 surveys) 

Cambridgeshire  44.30% 74.38% 

Cheshire  53.00% 66.14% 

Cumbria  39.84% 100.00% 

Derbyshire  28.46% 79.00% 

Essex  31.20% 81.53% 

Greater Manchester  38.40% 91.23% 

Hertfordshire  65.93% 76.60% 

Kent  34.00% 91.01% 

Lancashire  25.00% 86.96% 

Leicestershire, Rutland 
and South Kesteven  

40.5% 57.73% 

Northeast Yorkshire  36.78% 74.67% 

Norfolk and Suffolk  46.60% 83.92% 

Northumberland. 
Durham and Tees Valley  

48.80% 68.32% 

Northwest Yorkshire  36.28% 84.75% 

Southeast Yorkshire 
and North Lincolnshire  

39.80% 64.39% 
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Scheme area Percentage of baseline 
ponds with a HSI score 
of 0.7 or above (2017-
2019) 

Percentage of 
compensation ponds 
with a HSI score of 0.7 
or above (2024 surveys) 

South Gloucestershire 
and North Somerset  

41.98% 87.67% 

Shropshire  39.06% 83.52% 

Somerset  47.40% 80.53% 

Swindon and Wiltshire  29.86% 80.91% 

As detailed in the EQ1.1.3 section, using the five-year occupancy definition, 37% of DLL 
compensation ponds are considered occupied by GCN. It should be noted that the 
baseline data is for one survey year per scheme area, whilst the five-year occupancy is 
based on five years data. For this reason, a second comparison is provided in Table 14, 
comparing the occupancy of baseline ponds, to the occupancy of DLL compensation 
ponds in 2024 only (a single years monitoring data, rather than five-year occupancy). 
When looking at a single year of monitoring data, for five scheme areas the occupancy of 
DLL compensation ponds is higher than the baseline occupancy. As noted earlier, some 
scheme areas are relatively new, such as Cumbria, which included only two surveyed 
ponds in 2024, both of which were absent for GCN. 

Table 14. A comparison of the baseline occupancy of existing ponds eDNA 
surveyed in 2017-2019, to the occupancy of compensation ponds eDNA surveyed in 
2024 (a single year of survey) 

Scheme area Baseline occupancy of 
existing ponds (2017-
2019 surveys) 

Occupancy of DLL 
compensation ponds 
in 2024 

Cambridgeshire  33% 30.70% 

Cheshire  34% 32.52% 

Cumbria  14% 0.00% 

Derbyshire  40% 56% 

Essex  47% 28.70% 
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Scheme area Baseline occupancy of 
existing ponds (2017-
2019 surveys) 

Occupancy of DLL 
compensation ponds 
in 2024 

Greater Manchester  28% 24.30% 

Hertfordshire  50% 38.30% 

Kent  33% 43.62% 

Lancashire  12% 11.01% 

Leicestershire, Rutland and 
South Kesteven  

39% 34.48% 

Northeast Yorkshire  32% 18.67% 

Norfolk and Suffolk  26% 45.77% 

Northumberland. Durham 
and Tees Valley  

17% 11.34% 

Northwest Yorkshire  18% 13.79% 

Southeast Yorkshire and 
North Lincolnshire  

40% 16.94% 

South Gloucestershire and 
North Somerset  

32% 50.00% 

Shropshire  33% 32.95% 

Somerset  32% 15.38% 

Swindon and Wiltshire  32% 33.33% 
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The long-term management of GCN habitat under standard mitigation licensing 

In terms of standard mitigation licensing (A14 licences), post-development habitat 
management, maintenance and population monitoring is more variable, based on a case-
by-case basis for the specific development. The GCN mitigation guidelines (2001) detail 
the requirements for management and maintenance, stating that the timings and 
responsibilities are to be set out in the management and maintenance plan, where a plan 
should last for at least four years following completion of the development. The timing of 
the plan is dependent on the management needs, the importance of the GCN population 
and the impact of the development, with the guidelines further stating that “there should be 
reasonable certainty that the population’s management needs will be accommodated 
following completion of the main management plan period”.  

The guidelines further go onto detail population monitoring plans, that should be put in 
place “to assess whether the great crested newt population has responded favourably to 
the mitigation, and to inform ongoing habitat management”. The level of population 
monitoring required depends on the impact of the assessment and the GCN size of 
population. For example, for a small population where there is ‘low’ impact, no population 
monitoring is required, whilst for higher impact development schemes where there is a 
high population, a population size class assessment of 10-years is required. Further 
details can be found within the GCN Mitigation Guidelines (2001).  

Licensees must submit information to NE following completion of the works. This is in the 
form of ‘licence returns’, which include details of the monitoring surveys of affected ponds 
and habitat management and maintenance activities, to be completed at the end of the 
licence period. These licence returns are therefore important in ensuring that the habitats 
remain ecologically functional for GCN.  

However, it is not possible to analyse this licence return data for several reasons. Although 
it is a requirement of the A14 licence to provide a licence return, often a return is not 
submitted to NE. Consequently, many licence returns remain outstanding, resulting in 
gaps in the data. There is also inconsistency in the way that the licence return forms are 
completed, leading to gaps in data. The inconsistency of data has led to only a small 
sample size being available to be analysed. A further issue is that the data is not 
digitalised, and therefore, the analysis of the data would require much time and resource 
to manually collate, cleanse and analyse.  

A past study (Matthew Gill, 2019) which carried out quantitative and qualitative analysis 
regarding GCN mitigation licensing, investigated the existing survey information available 
from A14 licence returns. The research builds on the findings of other past research (such 
as Edgar et al., 2005), and found limitations with the current mechanism in how the licence 
return data is requested and returned to NE. For example, the study highlights that 
inconsistencies are partly due to the lack of clarity in the return templates themselves, 
which fail to specify the essential data needed to evaluate the success of licensed 
mitigation measures in conserving GCN populations impacted by development. The study 
emphasised that improvements would need to be made to address the existing 
mechanisms in how NE obtain the data, such as through amending the return form 
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templates to collect consistent meaningful data, and to encourage licensees and 
ecologists to complete and submit the return form.  

Past research has therefore highlighted the lack of licence return data as a significant 
barrier to understanding the effectiveness of mitigation measures in conserving GCN 
populations impacted by development. Although specific recommendations were made to 
address this issue, these problems still persist today. As a result, it is not currently possible 
to compare the long-term monitoring data from DLL compensation ponds with that from 
standard mitigation licensing. This emphasises the need for a standardised approach to 
licence returns, along with robust compliance measures to ensure that relevant information 
is consistently submitted to NE. Additionally, the development of a digitalised system is 
essential to enhance the efficiency and accuracy of future analysis. DLL enables 
evaluation against the impacts to the FCS parameters at the landscape scale, in a way 
that is not possible for Mit licensing. 

Comparing the improvement in the security of long-term management of GCN 
habitats 

Based on the available information regarding standard mitigation licensing, it is not 
currently possible to fully answer the specific evaluation question. This is primarily due to 
the inconsistent and limited nature of mitigation licence return data, which fails to provide a 
reliable baseline for comparison with DLL monitoring data. The lack of comprehensive 
return data has historically hindered research analysis and still appears to do so today, 
with little improvement. This highlights the need to improve how licence return data is 
mandated, collected, and standardised. 

Furthermore, even in the absence of robust data, A14 licences do not require monitoring 
of a GCN population over 10-years (GCN Mitigation Guidelines, 2001). Therefore, 
although there is an expectation to continue management of mitigation habitats, there is 
no formal mechanism to ensure ongoing management or effective remediation. As a 
result, there is no certainty that these habitats are maintained beyond this period. 

Under DLL, a 25-year monitoring schedule is in place for compensation ponds, with 
contingency plans available if a pond fails. Annual monitoring is conducted from year two 
to year five, after which it reduced in frequency. However, most DLL ponds are currently 
less than five years old, limiting the available data to assess long-term management 
effectiveness. DLL also relies on Landowner Agreements to secure long-term habitat 
management. While the agreement outlines expectations, it is non-binding, meaning 
landowners can withdraw from the scheme at any time. Contingency ponds act as a 
mechanism within the DLL scheme to mitigate the impact of these withdrawals. 

In conclusion, while data from standard mitigation licensing is insufficient for comparison, 
the current DLL dataset is also not old enough to robustly address this evaluation 
question. Although there are mechanisms in place under DLL which show security of long-
term management, the limited age of most DLL ponds (two to five years) and the early 
stages of monitoring mean that long-term trends and outcomes cannot yet be assessed. 
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Therefore, this evaluation question may be more effectively addressed in the future, as the 
DLL scheme matures and a longer-term dataset is available. 

EQ2 To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and 
effectiveness improvements for GCN licensing for 
developers? 

Summary  

There was a greater uptake of DLL than A14 licences across all DLL scheme areas 
between 2020 and 2025, suggesting a preference for DLL among developers. A greater 
number of modifications were required for A14 licences than DLL, likely due to fewer 
stringent conditions associated with DLL allowing more flexibility.   

Developers reported significant time savings with DLL, both overall and at each stage of 
the application process, enabling earlier project starts. However, views on costs were 
mixed: while 45% found DLL cheaper than standard licensing, 42% considered the 
conservation payment unreasonable, and results indicated further communication is 
required to explain the purpose of this payment for landscape-scale conservation.  

DLL was perceived to offer greater certainty across several key areas, including less risk 
of delays, more reliable timescales, clearer requirements, and increased confidence that 
proposals will be licensed. This may be attributed to the early engagement with the 
customer, the removal of seasonal constraints, and fewer specific conditions associated 
with the licence. Furthermore, while it was reported information relating to DLL was easily 
found online, details on DLL costs and calculations were unclear, highlighting a need for 
improved transparency. 

Landscape-scale conservation outcomes and the principles of the DLL scheme (i.e. that 
funds are diverted to conservation) were the least common reasons as to why developers 
chose to use DLL, indicating that developers choose DLL for reasons relating more 
towards the control of the development timetable and greater certainty. 

Despite DLL removing the need for on-site mitigation, providing off-site compensation 
ponds instead, only 37% of respondents felt this increased land availability within 
development sites. Additionally, flexibility in site design was one of the least common 
reasons for developers to choose DLL as a licensing option. This might suggest that the 
potential benefits of DLL to increase availability of developable land are not being fully 
realised yet. However, further results show customers to have used the ‘freed up’ land in a 
variety of ways, contributing towards health and wellbeing of local communities as well as 
retaining and enhancing habitats for biodiversity. Only 14 respondents specifically stated 
that they used the available land for development, and although a greater number are 
using the space to benefit biodiversity and communities, further engagement with 
customers is required to better understand the barriers preventing the use of the land for 
additional development.  
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Survey responses 

As detailed in the methodology, the questionnaire was distributed to a total of 1,113 
customer contacts, 747 of which had been issued with a DLL licence, and 366 who had 
withdrawn their application. Overall, 99 customers responded to the questionnaire. Of 
these, 90 respondents had a DLL licence issued in the past five-years, whilst nine 
respondents stated that they did not progress to the licence issue stage (and therefore are 
assumed to have withdrawn). Considering the overall population and sample size, the 
overall margin of error is 9% at a 95% confidence level.   

Table 15 shows the majority of respondents were developers, with householders and 
ecologists being the next most frequently represented groups. The respondents that 
specifically stated their role as ‘Other’ in the questionnaire include site promoters, an 
environmental specialist, a Local Authority Project Manager, planning consultants, project 
managers, contractors and architects. Due to the variation in the roles, the term ‘customer’ 
will be used throughout this section as a collective reference to all respondents.   

 

Table 15 The number of respondents to a stakeholder questionnaire, broken down 
by stakeholder group (Developer, Ecologist, Householder, and Other), and the 
proportion of respondents that each group represents (n=99).  

 Developer  Ecologist  Householder  Other  Total  

Total 
number of 
respondents  

50 11 20 18 99 

Proportion 
of 
respondents 

51% 11% 20% 18% N/A 

Information was also gathered on the type of development which DLL has been used for, 
and respondent answers were based on their most recent development.  

Table 16 below shows the most common development type to use DLL is large-scale 
housing (21% of respondents), followed closely by small-scale housing (19%), 
commercial/retail/industrial (18%), then private householders (14%). DLL was less 
commonly used for infrastructure/transport projects, utilities/energy projects, social 
projects or mineral/quarry developments. Other development types noted include a 
community charity building, an animal exhibit, a fire and rescue training facility and an 
environmental project.  

Further analysis investigated the respondents that did not progress their DLL application to 
the licence stage, and the types of development associated with these. Among the nine 
respondents who did not progress, three were associated with small-scale housing 
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developments, two with large- scale housing, two with projects categorised as ‘other’, one 
for a commercial/retail/industrial project and another for an infrastructure/transport project. 

 

Table 16. The proportion of respondents that reported involvement with each 
relevant development type. 

Development type  Percentage of respondents  

Small-scale housing (1-10 houses) 19% 

Large-scale housing (11+ houses) 21% 

Private (Household/Farm) 14% 

Commercial/retail/industrial 18% 

Infrastructure/transport 10% 

Minerals/quarries 1% 

Utilities/energy 8% 

Social (education/health/leisure) 4% 

Other 4% 

Note: Those who stated ‘don’t know/unsure’ were not included in analysis, as it was 
assumed that the respondent did not know the answer due to either withdrawing 
from the scheme earlier in the application process, or that they were not able to 
compare aspects of DLL with standard mitigation licensing. 

2.1. To what extent has there been significant uptake of DLL by developers? 

Table 17 below shows the number of new DLL licences issued within each DLL scheme 
area between the 1st April 2020 and the 31st March 2025. The table also includes the 
number of A14 and CL33 licences issued within the same timeframe for comparison.   

Overall, since the launch of each DLL scheme area, there has been a higher uptake of 
DLL licences than A14 or CL33 licences. As expected, some of the scheme areas that 
have been operating the longest (e.g. Kent and Cheshire, which launched in 2019), also 
have higher numbers of A14 licences issued. Cumbria and Hertfordshire (the scheme 
areas that have been operating for the shortest duration) have a lower number of licences 
issued. The number of CL33 licences issued is more variable by DLL scheme area, which 



 

Page 64 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

is expected, due to the licence being used under different circumstances to that of DLL 
and A14 licences.  

The variation in the number of licences across the DLL scheme areas can also be 
influenced by the geography of the landscape. For example, the low number of licences 
issued in Cumbria (14 new DLL licences, two A14 licences and one CL33 licence) can 
also be influenced by a lack of demand for GCN licences within the region. This may be 
due to the mountainous terrain of Cumbria, impacting on the dispersal of GCN 
populations, meaning that the populations of GCN are smaller and more isolated. 
Whereas the results show higher demand for GCN licences within low-lying areas such as 
Kent, Essex, Norfolk and Suffolk. These results also link to the baseline occupancy rates 
of these areas, where Cumbria had a lower baseline pond occupancy (14%) than low-lying 
areas with a higher uptake, such as Kent (33%), Essex (47%) and Norfolk and Suffolk 
(32%) (please refer to Table 8 for the full baseline occupancy results).  

Table 17. The number of new DLL licences issued from the 1st April 2020 to 31st 
March 2025, and the number of A14 and CL33 licences.  

Scheme Area DLL licences A14 licences CL33 licences 

Cambridgeshire 41  15 8 

Cheshire 87 17 11 

Cumbria 14 2 1 

Derbyshire 20 2 3 

Essex 74 10 15 

Greater Manchester 30 4 3 

Hertfordshire 6 3 0 

Kent 131 29 5 

Lancashire 37 7 2 

Leicestershire, Rutland and South 
Kesteven  

44 18 9 

Norfolk and Suffolk 114 14 11 
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Scheme Area DLL licences A14 licences CL33 licences 

Northeast Yorkshire 16 2 4 

Northwest Yorkshire 23 10 2 

Northumberland. Durham and Tees 
Valley  

30 6 3 

Shropshire 30 14 9 

Somerset 36 1 5 

Southeast Yorkshire and North 
Lincolnshire 

39 8 4 

South Gloucestershire and North 
Somerset 

20 13 1 

Swindon and Wiltshire 33 11 14 

Total  825 186 110 

Notes: Both new licences and re-submissions were included in the figures for A14 
and CL33 as re-submissions are viewed as the first time a customer submits a 
satisfactory application, and it is therefore deemed a ‘new’ licence in this analysis. 
The ‘reduced dataset’, described in the methodology in section 2.2, has been used 
in the analysis associated with A14 and CL33 licences throughout Section 2. 

Further analysis investigated the differences in the number of new licences (including 
resubmissions), licence modifications and renewals, between the different licence types. 
Table 18 and Figure 4 below show the uptake of new licences in DLL is much higher than 
A14 and CL33 licences, which indicates that customers are choosing to use DLL over 
these traditional licensing routes. 

The results further show a greater number of modifications under A14 licences than DLL.  
A14 licences are tailored to the individual development, with specific conditions for that 
development applied. Modifications under A14 licences can therefore be for a variety of 
reasons, which can be quite specific, such as changes to the ecologist/licensee details, 
dates, fencing layouts and mitigation design. On the other hand, DLL receive modification 
requests only in specific circumstances, for instance when there is a need to update 
licensee information or revise the redline boundary of a development after the licence has 
been issued. DLL does not require on-site mitigation, compensation or monitoring, and 
does not place time restrictions on work schedules. Therefore, A14 licences are more 
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likely to require modifications because they are less flexible and if the specific conditions 
applied cannot be met. The conditions of CL33 licences are more general and not site 
specific as the works are deemed to be lower risk, and therefore only standard conditions 
are applied. This explains the lower number of modifications associated with CL33 
licences. 

Table 18 The total number licences issued under DLL, A14 and CL33 between the 1st 
April 2020 to the 31st March 2025, split into new applications, modifications and 
renewals. 

 DLL A14 CL33 

New applications 825 186 110 

Modifications 52 485 40 

Renewals 114 N/A N/A 

 

Figure 4 The number licences issued under DLL, A14 and CL33 between the 1st 
April 2020 and the 31st March 2025, comparing the number of new licences, with the 
number of modifications. 
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2.2. Does DLL provide a faster licensing process compared to standard 
mitigation licensing, if so, how much time is saved compared to the 
mitigation licence? 

Turnaround time based on licence applications   

Turnaround time is defined as the time it takes from the date that the licence application is 
received by NE, to the date that the licence is issued. Table 19 below shows the mean and 
median turnaround times of the DLL, A14 and CL33 licences. The results show that DLL 
licences generally have a faster turnaround time, from application received to licence 
issue, compared to A14 licences. Therefore, it can be inferred that developers can 
potentially start works on their development site faster through using DLL than under the 
A14 licence. CL33 licences show the fastest turnaround time, and this aligns with 
expectations as CL33 licences are considered lower risk and quicker to assess, enabling a 
faster turnaround.  

Table 19 The mean and median turnaround times for a new DLL, A14 and CL33 
licence (including resubmissions for A14 and CL33), from application received to 
licence issued between 1st April 2020-31st March 2025 (n=778 for DLL, n=180 for A14, 
n=110 for CL33). 

Turnaround (working days) DLL A14 CL33 

Mean turnaround time 15 48 6.2 

Median turnaround time  14 45 6 

Note: Under DLL the customer is invoiced and payment received before the licence 
is issued. The time taken for an applicant to pay the invoice is excluded from the 
overall turnaround time of a DLL licence. Customers of A14 and CL33 licences are 
only charged after the licence has been issued, and therefore, the invoicing time is 
also not included in the turnaround time. 

Figure 5 below further shows the differences in the assessment process between DLL and 
the A14 licence type, from an application received to the licence being issued. There are a 
variety of differences which can contribute towards the longer turnaround of A14 licences. 
The assessment of A14 licences includes a full assessment of the FCS (Favourable 
Conservation Status), Purpose and NSA (No Satisfactory Alternative) licensing tests. 
However, under DLL, the full FCS assessment is undertaken at a strategy level (i.e. when 
the strategy for that scheme area is being prepared), then passed individually for each 
development through a short enquiry process, prior to licence application. Given the in-
depth assessment required for each A14 applications (such as complex method 
statements with several aspects to assess) and complexities involved in assessing the 
FCS test, the assessment must be carried out by highly trained officers within the Natural 
England Wildlife Licensing Service (NEWLS). The availability of these officers may be 
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limited due to the need to also assess applications for other protected species, not just 
GCN. Therefore, these differences in the assessment process and the complexities in 
assessing A14 applications could significantly contribute to the large discrepancies seen in 
the turnaround time between DLL and A14 licences. In contrast CL33 applications and 
associated assessments are for lower risk work, where the applicant agrees to follow a set 
of mitigation and compensation methodology. The assessment for CL33 applications is 
less complex, as the applicant agrees to these conditions before an assessor is required. 

Additionally, it is important to note that the turnaround times of DLL, A14 and CL33 
licences do not consider the time taken to obtain missing information from a customer. 
Therefore, if more information is required, the assessor would need to wait for that 
information to be provided until the assessment can be completed. The main 
documentation required for the A14 assessment and licence includes; a method 
statement, an application form, a work schedule, information detailing survey efforts, 
impacts, mitigation and compensation plans, a reasoned statement and the final site plan. 
However, under DLL, only an application form, a planning consent document, a reasoned 
statement and supporting evidence is required. The greater volume of information required 
to issue A14 licences could mean that there is more likelihood of information being 
missing, contributing to longer turnaround times under A14 than DLL licences.  

Due to the difficulties in directly comparing various aspects of the turnaround time between 
DLL and A14/CL33 (as the processes are so different) with the available data, this topic 
can be further explored through analysing the results of the Developer Feedback 
Questionnaire where specific questions explored the perceptions of customers towards the 
efficiency of DLL compared to standard mitigation licensing. 
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DLL assessment process      
 A14 licence assessment process  

 

 
Figure 5 The differences in the assessment process between DLL and the A14 
licence type, from the point an application is received to the licence being issued, 
along with the processes of modifications, renewals and resubmissions.  
 
 



 

Page 70 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

Survey data 

To further explore whether DLL provides a faster licensing process, the Developer 
Feedback Questionnaire invited individuals to evaluate the extent of timesaving they 
experienced across various stages of the application process, compared to standard 
mitigation licensing. The results are summarised in Figure 6 below.  

Overall, compared to standard mitigation licensing, perceptions towards the efficiency of 
different stages of the DLL enquiry and application process were generally positive, with 
65% or more viewing each specific stage (the application process, provision of a licence 
and responses to enquiries and correspondence) as somewhat or much quicker than A14 
licensing. Out of these specific statements, the highest proportion of respondents (73%) 
viewed the provision of a licence as somewhat or much quicker. Furthermore, 83% of 
respondents viewed the overall turnaround time (time from applying for a DLL licence, to 
getting on site and commencing development works) to be somewhat or much quicker.   

Across all statements as displayed in Figure 6, 11-29% of respondents thought that there 
was no difference when comparing DLL with standard mitigation licensing. Very few 
respondents (10% or less) viewed any stage as somewhat or much slower via DLL.   

The results indicate that customers perceive DLL to provide greater timesaving throughout 
each stage of the enquiry and application process, compared to the standard mitigation 
licensing. This is particularly evident from the proportion of positive perceptions towards 
the overall turnaround time, reinforcing the associated benefits with DLL, such as the 
absence of seasonal survey constraints and no requirement for on-site mitigation or 
compensation. The streamlined, efficient approach therefore suggests that DLL helps to 
prevent delays to the commencement of development work.   

Respondents were invited to comment further on the timesaving of DLL through qualitative 
feedback. Respondents noted that DLL is “much easier to implement with less 
documentation”, and that they chose to use DLL as they “needed a quick option”. This 
further highlights the benefits of DLL, allowing for greater timesaving, reducing 
documentation required and improving the overall turnaround time.  

The results show a consistent proportion of neutral responses (with responses of ‘no 
difference’ ranging between 22-29%), for the specific statements relating to the application 
process, provision of a licence and response to enquiries and correspondence. One 
respondent mentioned that “response times and provision of documentation appear to be 
similar to working with the traditional licence team”, therefore, not noticing any difference 
in timesaving. However, only 11% of respondents reported no difference in overall 
turnaround time to get on site and commence works. This suggests that the timesaving 
benefits of DLL may come less from improvements in administrative factors, such as 
documentation required and correspondence, but more from other factors such as 
efficiencies gained by avoiding seasonal survey constraints and on-site mitigation and 
compensation.  
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Figure 6 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire to show perceptions 
towards the extent of timesaving associated with different stages of the DLL 
application process (Mdn response for all statements= ‘Somewhat Quicker’).   

2.3. What is the difference in costs to developers of DLL compared to other 
licensing schemes for GCN? 

The analysis of this evaluation question is split into two sections. The direct costs of a 
licence are first presented and compared between the different licensing types (DLL, A14 
and CL33). The Developer Feedback Questionnaire then further invited individuals to 
share perceptions of the costs.  

2.3.1. What is the direct cost of the GCN licence, and how does this compare 
between DLL and standard mitigation licensing?   

Table 20 below details the costs associated with the DLL, A14 and CL33 licences. While 
the A14 and CL33 do not have an enquiry fee or conservation payment (both of which 
apply to DLL), it is important to note that they incur additional costs relating to mitigation 
and monitoring (e.g. fencing and translocation costs etc.). These additional costs are not 
listed in Table 20 below as the costs vary depending on the specific circumstances of each 
development.   

Due to the differences in cost structures of each licence type, the only comparable 
element is the licence fee. However, this is only comparable to an extent due to the 
licence fee for DLL and CL33 being fixed, but variable for A14 licences (due to the 
complexity of proposals).  

When considering which licensing route to use for a development, developers and 
ecologists will generally calculate the costs under both scenarios and carry out a cost 
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analysis of the licensing options. However, due to the clear differences in costs (shown in 
Table 20 below), this cost analysis can be difficult and can change on a case-by-case 
basis. Given the complexities in comparing the differences in cost to developers, the 
analysis further explores the cost comparisons through survey questions of the Developer 
Feedback Questionnaire.     

Table 20 The cost of a DLL, A14 and CL33 licence from the past five-year study 
period, with the costings relevant to the end of the 2024/25 financial year.  

Type of fee DLL A14  CL33  

Enquiry fee   £570+ VAT  N/A N/A 

Licence fee  £690 (VAT exempt) £183 + £101 p/hr £130 

Conservation 
payment 

Dependent on the 
number of compensation 
ponds required. £20,200 
per pond in 2024/25  

N/A  N/A 

Mitigation costs  N/A Dependent on the 
development  

Dependent on the 
development 

 

2.3.2. How does the total cost to developers compare between DLL and standard 
mitigation licensing?  

This part of the analysis examines customer perceptions of the costs associated with DLL, 
compared to standard mitigation licensing. Respondents to the Developer Feedback 
Questionnaire were asked to indicate their level of agreement with a series of statements 
regarding these cost comparisons. The results are presented in Figure 7 below.    

To investigate the perceptions on costs, the first three statements in Figure 7 concentrate 
specifically around each fee associated with the DLL licence (enquiry fee, licence fee and 
conservation payment). There were mixed views associated with these statements. Firstly, 
48% of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that the enquiry fee was 
reasonable, whilst 20% disagreed or strongly disagreed. Whilst 37% of respondents 
perceived the licence fee to be reasonable, but 36% disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
Lastly, only 21% of respondents perceived the conservation payment as being reasonable, 
whilst 42% disagreed or strongly disagreed. The neutral responses across these 
statements stayed consistent, being 27%-37%, with the median responses also being 
neutral.  

Further investigating into perceptions of the overall costs (based on the final 2 statements 
in Figure 7), 45% of respondents perceived DLL to be less expensive than standard 
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mitigation licensing (based on those who chose to agree or strongly agree), whilst 24% 
disagreed or strongly disagreed. Furthermore, only 30% of respondents perceived the 
overall costs of the DLL scheme to be reasonable relative to the impacts of their 
development, whilst 42% either disagreed or strongly disagreed. However, the median 
responses for these two statements show to be neutral.  

These results highlight the notable differences in perceptions across the different fee 
types. The enquiry fee was seen to be most reasonable, receiving the highest level of 
agreement among respondents. Responses regarding the licence fee were more mixed, 
with nearly equal divide between views. Notably, there was widespread disagreement 
regarding the reasonableness of the conservation payment. Therefore, given these 
results, there is a need to clearly communicate to customers the purpose of the 
conservation payment and the role in supporting landscape-scale conservation.  

The results could suggest that the conservation payment fee may be the main factor that 
leads to respondents viewing the fees as, to an extent, being disproportionate to the 
impacts of a development. Though, a higher proportion of respondents still perceived the 
costs as being less expensive than that of standard mitigation licensing. However, 32% of 
respondents took a neutral view on this comparison, maybe suggesting that they generally 
believe that both licensing approaches are expensive.   

 

Figure 7 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire to show perceptions 
towards a set of statements relating to costs of the DLL Scheme (Mdn responses for 
all statements= ‘Neutral’).   
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2.4. How has DLL changed certainty (of process, time required, schedule 
and costs) within GCN licensing processes for developers? 

To investigate how DLL has changed the level of certainty within the GCN licensing 
process, respondents of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire were invited to indicate 
how strongly they agreed with a set of statements relating to certainty and risk of DLL, 
compared to standard mitigation licensing.  

Figure 8 below shows that more than 70% of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed 
with each of the statements. Only a small number of respondents expressed disagreement 
with the statements. For example, the highest percentage of respondents who either 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with any single statement was just 5%. This provides a 
good indication that the streamlined design of DLL reduces uncertainty throughout the 
application process, when compared to standard mitigation licensing,  

Among all statements, the highest level of agreement can be seen in response to the 
statement that DLL gives developers greater certainty in meeting the licence requirements, 
with 83% of respondents either agreeing or strongly agreeing to this. This re-iterates the 
findings of the Evaluation Question 2.1, where a higher number of modifications were seen 
under the A14 licence type. As explained earlier in the document, this is likely due to there 
being more stringent conditions under A14 than DLL licences, with A14 requiring on-site 
mitigation, compensation or monitoring, and having time restrictions to work schedules.  

The simplified, strategic approach of DLL enables developers to commence development 
work faster and reduces the risks of unforeseen delays during development works. Unlike 
under standard mitigation licensing, which often requires works to be scheduled around 
ecologically sensitive periods, DLL removes these seasonal constraints by compensating 
off-site at a landscape scale. This not only simplifies project timelines for developers but 
also enhances confidence in delivery schedules; a factor that likely contributes to the 
overall positive responses regarding the reduction in risks of unforeseen delays and 
greater certainty around timescales. 

Furthermore, there was strong agreement that DLL gives greater certainty that their 
proposal can be licenced. This can be influenced by numerous benefits of the DLL 
approach, the main reason being that DLL is integrated into the planning process, where 
the customer can submit an enquiry to NE before submitting their planning application to 
the LPA, to understand if they can use DLL for their proposed development. Once the 
customer has obtained planning permission, they then submit a licence application to DLL, 
knowing that DLL had agreed to the eligibility of the proposal beforehand. However, the 
standard mitigation licensing process is all carried out post-planning, with no enquiry 
stage. This raises a risk to the customer, as there is less certainty that their proposal can 
be licenced. This could potentially be the reason for why respondents were mainly positive 
regarding the certainty that their proposal could be licenced under DLL.  
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Figure 8 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire to show perceptions 
towards a set of statements relating to the certainty of the DLL Scheme compared to 
standard mitigation licensing (Mdn responses for all statements= ‘Agree’).   

The next part of the analysis investigated the transparency of various aspects of DLL by 
assessing how easily the customers could find different forms of information when 
exploring DLL as a licensing option.  

Figure 9 below shows that 49-56% of respondents felt that the information on licence 
timings, contact details, the enquiry form, application process, enquiry process, as well as 
the differences from standard mitigation licensing, were either easy or very easy to find. 
One respondent further noted it to be “generally a good fluid process”, however, based on 
qualitive feedback, some positive views of respondents seem to be influenced by whether 
they had the support of an ecologist, with one noting that they “used an ecologist to help 
me with the process which was invaluable”. This suggests that they found the information 
easy to find as there was the support of an ecologist who had experienced the process 
before. Nevertheless, the positive results can still be viewed as valid as the extent to which 
the respondents received support from an ecologist is unknown.   

A lower proportion of respondents (7%-21%) had negative perceptions towards 
information on licence timings, contact details, the enquiry form, application process, 
enquiry process, and differences from standard mitigation licensing. Qualitative feedback 
includes one respondent noting that “licence timings were good but the timescales on 
when information would be received/how long the licence would take weren’t exactly 
clear”. A householder further noted that “we don’t have industry related knowledge or 
experience so the whole process was difficult for us”. These negative results suggest that 
improvements are required to improve the transparency of information.  
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Conversely, only a small proportion of respondents found DLL calculations (22%) and DLL 
costings (24%) easy or very easy to find. A larger proportion for these two statements 
either expressed neutrality (36% for both costs and calculations) or reported difficulty in 
finding these details (43% of respondents for calculations and 40% for costs). 
Respondents further noted that more information and guidance is required to explain “how 
DLL costs are calculated so that an estimated cost could be calculated by the ecologist 
prior to sending in an initial enquiry form”. This indicates that there is an issue with how the 
costings and calculations are presented on the associated DLL webpages and that 
perhaps the transparency of these details could be clearer. Therefore, enhancing the 
transparency and visibility of these sections might support customers in making more 
informed decisions when deciding on which licensing approach to use. Notably, these 
results also support the finding of the Evaluation Question 2.3, where there were mixed 
views concerning the reasonability of the scheme’s costs. If respondents could not find this 
information when enquiring to DLL, then the costings might have been unexpected.    

Although the majority of the results were positive for all statements, apart from the 
transparency of costs and calculations, there was a consistent neutral position across 
statements, with neutral responses ranging from 29% to 36%. Investigating this further 
through the qualitative analysis, neutral responses seem to be common where the 
respondent had the support of an ecological consultancy, with one respondent noting “my 
consultants completed most of the form so the requirements on me were relatively light”. 
Therefore, respondent may have held a neutral position if they were not involved in the 
process to a great extent.  

Figure 9 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire to show how easily 
respondents found different forms of information when considering DLL as a GCN 
licensing option.  
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Table 21 The median response associated with each statement within Figure 9 
above. 

Statement Median response  

How DLL differs from standard mitigation licensing Easily 

The DLL enquiry process  Easily 

Accessibility of the DLL enquiry form Easily 

Accessibility of contact details  Neutral  

License timings (turnaround/speed)  Easily 

The DLL application process Neutral 

Licence timings (turnaround/speed) Easily 

The DLL calculations Neutral  

The DLL costings Neutral  

 

2.5. To what extent does DLL reduce the footprint of GCN mitigation ponds 
at development sites, making land available for development?  

Under DLL, compensation for ecological impacts to GCN habitats is delivered off-site, 
rather than inside the development boundary. Therefore, developers are not required to 
set aside land on-site for mitigation purposes, as they are with standard mitigation 
licensing. This enables a more flexible site design, with the potential to increase land 
available for development.    

To investigate the extent to which DLL makes land available for developments, developers 
were asked to what extent the provision of off-site compensation ponds under DLL 
increased land availability for their development. The respondents were further asked on 
how the ‘freed up’ land has been used instead. Figures 10 and 11 below show the 
responses to these questions.  

Figure 10 shows that only 37% of respondents felt that the provision of off-site mitigation 
ponds has increased land availability for their development (counting those who view it to 
some extent and to a great extent). Whereas 29% of respondents felt that it has increased 
land availability very little (with this being the median response) and with 33% reporting no 
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increase at all. These mixed responses indicate that the benefits of land availability under 
DLL vary considerably, with no clear majority view. This suggests that while some 
developers experience benefits from off-site mitigation, others may see limited or no 
impact, potentially due to site-specific factors or the nature of their development projects.  

 

Figure 10 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire to show perceptions 
towards the extent in which the provision of off-site compensation ponds under DLL 
increases land availability for developments (Mdn response = ‘Very Little’, n= 69). 

These results can be further explained through analysing how the land (that would 
otherwise have been used for mitigation ponds) has been used instead within 
developments. Figure 11 shows the highest number of respondents (22 responses) to 
have retained the GCN habitat within the development site, despite it not being a 
requirement of the DLL licence. The next most common way for land to have been used is 
for Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) (18 responses). The retention of GCN habitat and use of 
this retained habitat for BNG could be interrelated, as the retention of habitat on-site would 
avoid any further reductions in the baseline habitat value of the site, minimising the 
reduction of BNG units by avoiding degradation of the existing habitat value. Moreover, 
aligning with the mitigation hierarchy (avoid, mitigate, compensate), and in the interest of 
the LPA and developer, it is advisable for the development to retain any habitats of value 
on site. Therefore, this might explain why retaining habitat on site is seen to be the most 
common use of the land.  

Only nine respondents used the land for nature conservation (e.g. for other protected 
species). However, this low number is not unexpected, given the specificity of the 
category. The use of the land for nature conservation would be more relevant where the 
customer is required to retain habitat for specific protected species on-site, limiting the 
relevance of this category.  
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Furthermore, 13 respondents noted to use the additional land for recreational/green space 
in the development, likely intended primarily for human use rather than specifically for 
GCN or other protected species. This type of land use can offer significant health and 
wellbeing benefits to the communities residing in these developments.  

Despite one of the benefits of DLL being that developers are not required to set aside land 
on-site for mitigation purposes, it is surprising that only 37% of respondents stated this to 
have increased land availability for their development at least to some extent. This might 
suggest that the benefits of DLL are not being fully realised yet. However, it is promising 
that the flexibility in the site design has led customers to use this ‘freed up’ land in a variety 
of ways, contributing towards the health and wellbeing of communities as well as retaining 
and enhancing habitats for biodiversity, providing an ecological benefit. With only 14 
respondents specifically stating to use the available land for development, further 
engagement with customers is required to better understand the barriers that may be 
preventing the use of the land for additional development.  

Respondents were also invited to comment on if the land has been used for any ways 
other than those listed within the questionnaire. It was noted that the land has been used 
for landscape bunds (using unsuitable material from development). Additionally, the land 
enabled one developer to install power cables to support their development. Therefore, the 
increase in land availability can enable the developer to be more flexible in site design. 

 

Figure 11 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, to show how the land, 
no longer essential for GCN habitat and available for alternative use, has been used 
instead (n= 59) 
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Additional questions  

The Developer Survey Questionnaire included additional questions to gauge the additional 
perceptions towards DLL, to understand why the customer initially chose to use DLL rather 
than standard mitigation licensing and if they would use DLL again. The results are 
presented below in Figure 12.  

The most common reason for choosing DLL was due to the advice of an ecologist (67 
respondents), with only 8 respondents stating that it was due to the advice of the LPA. 
This is likely due to ecologists being involved earlier on in the process, where the ecologist 
prepares the ecological report associated with the development and outlines the licensing 
options for GCN, possibly recommending the most suitable licensing approach to use. 
Therefore, the developer may have already consulted the ecologist by the time that the 
LPA reviews the ecologist report as part of the planning application.   

Furthermore, time/speed was seen to be the second most common reason for why 
developers chose to use DLL (46 respondents), followed by the avoidance of seasonal 
survey constraints (36 respondents), reduced onsite mitigation (30 respondents), simplicity 
of the scheme (29 respondents) and increased certainty (29 respondents). These findings 
support one of the main benefits of DLL; to provide efficiency improvements for 
developers, ensuring that developers can get on site faster without unforeseen delays or 
the requirements for mitigation or seasonal surveys. The results align with those relating to 
the Evaluation Questions 2.2 and 2.4, where respondents agreed that DLL increases 
certainty in the timescales, reduces unforeseen delays and allows them to commence 
development works sooner.  

Fewer cited cost certainty (24 respondents) and cost effectiveness (20 respondents) as 
the primary reasons for choosing DLL. Interestingly, this too aligns with the results of the 
Evaluation Question 2.3 and 2.4, where some developers found the DLL costings and 
calculations to be unclear and, to a degree, unreasonable.  

Landscape-scale conservation outcomes and the principles of the scheme (i.e. that funds 
are diverted to conservation rather than trapping) were the least common reasons as to 
why developers chose to use DLL. This indicates that developers choose DLL for reasons 
that relate more towards the control of the development timetable and greater certainty, 
rather than by the conservation benefits of the scheme. This suggests a need for 
enhanced communication regarding the landscape-scale conservation benefits of the 
scheme, to ensure stakeholders fully understand its broader ecological value. 
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Figure 12 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, to show the reasons 
why customers choose DLL over standard mitigation licensing. 

The Developer Survey Questionnaire then included a question as to whether the customer 
would use DLL again, if appropriate to the development. Figure 13 below shows that the 
majority of respondents (97%) stated that they would use DLL again (indicated by 
responses of ‘Definitely’, ‘Probably’ and ‘Possibly’). With one respondent noting that “the 
biggest benefit of the scheme is that it allows better quality mitigation”, further noting that 
“it is better to raise cash and spend it in a way that delivers maximum benefit, rather than 
relying on site level mitigation which is likely to provide less ecological benefit per pound 
spent”. Another respondent noted that “Biggest value of such a scheme is to avoid all of 
the environmental survey costs and delays”. Taking the results of the previous evaluation 
questions into account along with this feedback, the positive results regarding the certainty 
of DLL seems to be an influential reason as to why customers would use DLL again. 
Surprisingly, the qualitive feedback for this survey question shows that customers do see 
the benefits relating to the conservation outcomes, which somewhat conflicts with the 
results of the previous question (Figure 12).  

Only 3% of respondents would not use DLL again. Qualitative feedback notes that the 
costs structures and calculation methods need to be revised so that DLL is a more viable 
option for small-scale development/householders.  

Respondents that did not progress to the licence issue stage were also asked why this 
was. The most common reason was that DLL was not cost effective (five respondents 
noted this as the reason). Three of the five respondents were householders, and therefore 
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this reinforces the above note regarding the need to revise the costings and calculations 
for small-scale developments and householders. These results will be noted and used to 
inform future improvements of the scheme. 

 

Figure 13 Results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, exploring whether 
customers would use DLL again (n=92)  

EQ3 To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and 
effectiveness improvements for GCN licensing for 
Local Planning Authorities? 

Summary 

DLL Risk Zone mapping is more widely used than Strategic Opportunity Area (SOA) 
mapping, particularly in informing masterplans, regional and pan-regional plans/strategies, 
Local Plans, and site allocations. While DLL Risk Zone mapping helps guide development 
layouts to avoid impacts on GCN, DLL SOA mapping supports habitat creation and 
restoration (such as for Local Nature Recovery Strategies). Additionally, DLL strategic 
resources were considered more useful and accessible than those of standard mitigation 
licensing, likely due to the tools being more accessible and straightforward to use for 
departments without ecological expertise.  Despite the value and accessibility of the 
resources, many LPA respondents were unfamiliar with them, indicating a need for 
targeted outreach across LPA departments. 

Similar to the developer feedback, the majority of LPA respondents agreed that DLL 
reduces the administrative burden on planning applications, and that developments 
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progress more quicky through the planning system, enabling a quicker commencement of 
works.  

Similar to the results of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, the LPA survey results 
highlight that LPAs believe developers choose DLL primarily to gain greater control over 
the development timetable and increased certainty, rather than due to the conservation 
benefits of the scheme. Additionally, aligning with developer perspectives, flexibility in site 
design (due to on-site mitigation ponds not being required under DLL) is not considered an 
influential factor in a developer’s decision to use DLL as a licencing option.    

Survey responses  

The LPA Survey was distributed to 301 LPA contacts associated with each DLL scheme 
area in February 2025, and there were 46 responses (15% response rate). Based on the 
overall population and sample size, the margin of error is 13% at a 95% confidence level. 
The survey was sent to 147 LPAs, and of those, the respondents were across 44 LPAs, 
with two LPAs providing two responses (assumed to be individuals which worked 
separately on the survey).  

It is important to note that the LPAs were given the opportunity to collaborate between 
teams. Of the 46 survey responses received, several responses (17%) listed multiple roles 
when asked on their work area. This indicates that an individual either held responsibilities 
across multiple roles within that LPA, or that multiple staff from different teams contributed 
towards the response for that LPA. This includes key work areas such as Ecology, 
Development Management, and Planning Policy. However, although the remaining 
responses (83%) only listed individual roles, it is possible that the respondents consulted 
colleagues from other departments when completing specific sections of the survey. 
Therefore, it is unclear if the remaining 83% of responses are collective or individual 
responses. Table 22 below further shows the number of LPA respondents associated with 
each role type.   

Table 22 indicates that the majority of individuals contributing to the survey responses 
were based within the Ecology department of the LPA (63%), with lower proportions from 
development management (18%) and Planning Policy (16%). Other roles include working 
in the ICT team (GIS) and as a Habitat Delivery Body (HDB) (not-for-profit environmental 
organisations, which NE collaborates with to create or restore DLL ponds suitable for 
GCN).  
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Table 22 The number of respondents from LPAs that completed the LPA Survey, 
broken down by their role, along with the proportions for each. Please note: some 
LPA respondents listed multiple roles in their response, which is why the total 
number of respondents across the roles is higher than the total number of 
responses. 

 Ecology Development 
Management  

Planning 
Policy  

Other  

Number of respondents  35 10 9 2 

Proportion of each role 63% 18% 16% 4% 

 

The LPA survey asked individuals to report how frequently, on average, they engage with 
any activity related to DLL. The results are shown in Figure 14 below.  

The highest number of respondents (15) have engaged monthly with DLL, followed by 
every few months (13). Lower numbers have engaged once or twice a year (8), weekly (7), 
or less than once a year 3). No respondents noted to have engaged daily with DLL. The 
results are likely influenced by the nature of the relationship between the DLL Team within 
NE and LPAs. LPAs engage with the DLL team through discussion about development 
proposals and in one of two areas collaborating on pond delivery. Additionally, specific 
contacts from LPAs attend ‘DLL Steering Groups’ which convene biannually to oversee 
the delivery of compensation ponds in DLL scheme areas. The level of engagement in 
these meetings can depend on the role of the respondent, where LPA Ecologists may be 
more likely to actively engage in these groups through discussion about GCN monitoring 
and habitat delivery as it is more relevant to their work area than those in Planning Policy 
for example.  
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Figure 14 Results of the LPA Survey to detail how often the respondents engage 
with any activity relating to DLL (n=46).   

The following evaluation questions explore the extent in which DLL provides efficiency and 
effectiveness improvements for GCN licensing for LPAs, and includes comparisons 
between DLL and the A14 licence (or the standard mitigation licence). From this point 
forward in this section, the A14 licence will be referred to as ‘standard mitigation licensing’ 
for ease.  

The broad evaluation questions are investigated through two sub-questions, detailed in the 
respective sections below.  

3.1. To what extent does DLL contribute towards individual LPA 
development planning and wider regional or pan-regional plans and 
strategies (such as LNRS)? 

DLL resources  

To answer this evaluation question, the LPA survey included a set of questions exploring 
whether the DLL resources, such as the DLL Risk Zone Maps and the DLL Strategic 
Opportunity Area (SOA) mapping, have been used to inform any LPA development 
planning and wider regional or pan-regional plans and strategies. The survey also 
explored how useful these DLL resources are compared to those provided through 
standard mitigation licensing. For context, definitions on the relevant DLL resources are 
below: 

• DLL Risk Zone Maps: identify the likelihood of GCN being present in a location 
and, combined with the number of ponds on a development site (and within 250m), 
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are used to assess the impact of a particular development where survey information 
has not been provided. 

• DLL Strategic Opportunity Area (SOA) mapping: identify optimal locations to 
create or restore compensation ponds, by ensuring that they are situated where 
they have potential to be colonised by GCN, placed within areas of suitable habitat 
to aid colonisation and ensure a healthy population can be maintained, and provide 
a positive outcome for the conservation status of GCN.  

The first part of the analysis investigates which LPA pre-existing or emerging plans have 
been informed by the DLL resources, specifically the DLL Risk Zone mapping and DLL 
SOA mapping. The survey responses are presented below in Figure 15 below. For 
context, Table 23 first provides detail for each of the relevant plans referenced in the 
survey question.   

Table 23 Definitions to explain the purpose of each LPA plan, relevant to the survey 
question.  

Type of document Definition 

Local Development Plans 
(Local Plans)  

Statutory, strategic documents prepared by LPAs 
which set their policies and proposals for land use 
and development. 

Supplementary Planning 
Documents (SPDs) 

Non-statutory, more detailed documents, including 
more detailed advice or guidance on specific policies 
in the Local Plan, but do not introduce new policies. 

Masterplans A spatial framework, often developed collaboratively 
between LPAs, developers, and other stakeholders, 
that guide the detailed design, layout and delivery for 
a major development or a regeneration area.  

Neighbourhood plans Community-led planning documents that set out 
policies for development and land use within the 
neighbourhood area. Once adopted, Neighbourhood 
Plans have a statutory status and are used 
alongside the Local Plan in planning decisions.   

Regional or pan-regional 
plans/strategies 

Other spatial plans/strategies that could be informed 
by the DLL resources. Plans/strategies include those 
associated with Local Nature Recovery Strategies, 
Green Infrastructure, and transport etc.  
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Comparisons between the use of DLL Risk Zone and SOA mapping  

Overall, the results in Figure 15 below indicate that DLL Risk Zone mapping plays a 
significantly more influential role in shaping pre-existing and emerging plans compared to 
the DLL SOA mapping. Across all plans and strategies listed in Figure 15, a greater 
number of respondents reported using DLL Risk Zone mapping. Whilst a greater number 
reported to have not used the DLL SOA mapping to inform any pre-existing or emergent 
plans. The results are expected because LPAs are recommended to review the current 
DLL Risk Zone mapping when assessing development proposals and reviewing the 
suitability of site allocations. Therefore, the DLL Risk Zone Maps might be more widely 
understood in the LPA.   

The difference in usage may also be influenced by the distinct purposes of each resource. 
The DLL Risk Zone mapping can be used to understand the likelihood of GCN being 
present in proposed development areas. This information would be useful in informing the 
layout or location of developments, to best avoid impacts to GCN. However, the DLL SOA 
mapping is more associated with guiding habitat creation and restoration, rather than 
supporting development planning, and might be more useful in supporting the 
development of regional or pan-regional plans or strategies, as well as guiding HDBs. 

It is important to note that the DLL Risk Zone and DLL SOA mapping are updated 
regularly, every few years, as part of the five-year renewal process, which assesses 
potential impacts and plans compensation, in order to avoid detrimental effect on GCN 
FCS. However, LPA plans, listed in the survey question, would not all be updated as 
regularly. Consequently, the survey results are influenced by the number of plans that 
have been developed since the commencement of the DLL scheme. For example, in some 
cases, LPAs may have adopted their Local Plan prior to the operation of the DLL Scheme 
in their area and therefore would not yet have used the DLL resources to inform the 
document.  

DLL Risk Zone Mapping  

The results in Figure 15 show the greatest number of respondents (13) have not used the 
DLL Risk Zone Maps to inform any pre-existing or emerging plans, whilst 11 were unsure. 
These findings could be influenced by the occupation and expertise of the respondents. 
For example, if the survey responses were completed without collaboration across LPA 
teams, some respondents may not have been aware of the DLL Risk Zone mapping or its 
potential applications. For example, one LPA Ecologist stated that the “Policy team were 
not aware of it until I pointed out the risk zone maps to them. They have no reason to be 
aware of them. All the public relations around DLL were directed at Development 
Management, not Policy”. This highlights the need for a greater level of engagement 
across LPA departments, to increase the level of awareness and understanding of the DLL 
Risk Zone Maps (as well as other resources). Although a resource pack is already 
available for LPAs to use (Great crested newts: district level licensing for local planning 
authorities, GOV.UK), targeted workshops or webinars could help improve the knowledge 
of DLL resources across LPA departments.   

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/great-crested-newts-district-level-licensing-for-local-planning-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/great-crested-newts-district-level-licensing-for-local-planning-authorities
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Of the plans and strategies listed in the survey, the DLL Risk Zone mapping most 
commonly informs masterplans (10 respondents), regional or pan-regional plans (10 
respondents), Local Plans (9 respondents), and site allocation processes (8 respondents). 
The results could be due to these plans including a broader consultation process, with 
different stakeholders (such as LPAs, statutory bodies, developers, ecologists, and 
environmental non-governmental organisations) being consulted during the design phase. 
The collective expertise potentially offers a greater breadth of knowledge, ensuring the 
DLL Risk Zone mapping is well utilised.  

The DLL Risk Zone mapping has been used to inform Neighbourhood Plans and 
Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs) to a lesser extent, with three respondents 
noting its use for each. The results could be influenced by the type of stakeholder involved 
in the design of the documents. For example, Neighbourhood Plans are typically created 
by local communities, including Parish or Town Councils, with the involvement of LPAs 
(typically the Planning Policy Team) at specific stages. Similarly, for SPDs, the 
involvement of LPA departments can be limited to the Planning Policy Team, as these are 
specific to one topic so likely not relevant to a wider set of stakeholders. Therefore, those 
involved in preparing Neighbourhood Plans and SPDs may be less familiar with the DLL 
resources. The results further emphasise the need for more targeted outreach and cross-
departmental collaboration to ensure that Planning Policy teams, Development 
Management officers, and ecologists, are aligned in their understanding and use of the 
DLL resources. It is also worth noting that GCN may not be a top priority for all 
departments within LPAs. Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that access to DLL resources is 
as straightforward as possible, through ensuring the DLL resources can be viewed on the 
LPAs internal GIS portals or other commonly used planning tools. 

LPAs were invited to share additional ways in which they utilise the DLL Risk Zone 
mapping. Several noted the resource is used to inform the assessment of planning 
applications. For example, the mapping is used to cross-reference ecological reports 
associated with developments, helping to determine whether the proposed site contains 
habitat likely to support GCN. This use aligns with expectations, as LPAs may review the 
DLL Risk Zone mapping when reviewing planning proposals. 

DLL SOA mapping  

Similarly to the results relating to the DLL Risk Zone mapping, the greatest number of 
respondents (22 respondents) reported not to have used the DLL SOA mapping to inform 
plans or strategies. As discussed in the context above, the primary purpose of the DLL 
SOA mapping is to guide habitat creation and restoration. This focus may limit its 
relevance for certain types of planning documents that are more concerned with 
development planning. It is also not a required resource to be used within the planning 
process. Therefore, some LPA departments, particularly Planning Policy or Development 
Management departments, may not be as familiar with this resource as ecological teams. 
It would be beneficial to strengthen the knowledge of this resource across LPA 
departments. 
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Despite the DLL SOA mapping not being widely used, the most common plans and 
strategies to have been informed by the DLL SOA mapping are Local Plans (5 
respondents) and regional or pan-regional plans/strategies (5 respondents). The results 
may be attributed to the nature of these documents, where Local Plans typically set out 
land use policies and include provisions to protect, enhance, and manage the natural 
environment within the relevant area. Whilst regional or pan-regional plans/strategies, 
Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS) guide strategic habitat networks and landscape-
scale conservation. In this context, the use of DLL SOA mapping can be highly influential 
in guiding pond creation and restoration efforts, aligned with the objectives of these 
documents.    

The DLL SOA mapping seems to have informed Neighbourhood Plans, SPDs, site 
allocation processes, and masterplans to a lesser extent. This limited use may be 
attributed to the specific purpose of the mapping (identifying opportunities for pond 
creation and restoration, and connectivity). Therefore, it may be less relevant to plans that 
do not prioritise biodiversity or landscape-scale conservation.  

A greater number of respondents use the DLL SOA mapping for other reasons, not listed 
in the survey question. The resource has been used to “identify opportunities to 
restore/create ponds on both council and privately owned land”, as well as “to inform the 
location, extent and character of green infrastructure provision and to inform the mapping 
component of LNRS preparation”. The qualitative feedback shows that LPAs are aware of 
the DLL SOA mapping, but perhaps this resource is more widely used in other ways, such 
as in the development of LNRS, rather than for specific documents relating to planning.  
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Figure 15 The number of respondents that use DLL Risk Zone mapping and DLL 
SOA (Strategic Opportunity Area) mapping to inform relevant LPA plans or 
strategies (n=46).   

Contribution of DLL towards local biodiversity targets 
 
The next section explores perceptions towards the extent to which DLL compensation 
ponds contribute towards LNRS and other local biodiversity targets within the LPA.  
 
Figure 16 below shows varied perspectives on the extent to which DLL compensation 
ponds contribute to LNRS or other biodiversity targets of the LPA. While 37% of 
respondents were unsure on how DLL compensation ponds contribute towards LNRS and 
biodiversity targets of the LPA, 11% believed that they do not contribute at all, and a 
further 11% noted the contribution to be very little (with this being the median response). 
However, 42% acknowledged some level of contribution, indicating agreement either ‘to 
some extent’ or ‘to a great extent’. These results indicate that although there is some 
awareness in how DLL compensation ponds contribute, a greater level of understanding is 
required on this topic, to ensure LPAs are aware of DLL compensation ponds in their 
areas and the opportunities they provide for nature recovery and biodiversity targets.  
 
However, given that DLL has only been operating since 2019 in some DLL scheme areas 
(and an even shorter duration in others), combined with the competing biodiversity 
responsibilities of LPAs, it is encouraging to see that LPAs are, to an extent, aware of DLL 
compensation ponds contributing towards LNRS and local biodiversity targets.  
 
To provide context into DLL’s contribution towards LNRS, the DLL team supplied the DLL 
map for uploading onto the LNRS data portal enabling access by all Responsible 
Authorities. This enabled DLL data to be embedded within LNRS’s , and the opportunity 
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for habitat creation through DLL to be utilised as a tool for LNRS delivery. This not only 
contributes to the objectives of the DLL scheme (i.e. to create suitable GCN compensation 
ponds in strategic locations),but also enhances habitat connectivity and biodiversity in line 
with the LNRS objectives. However, LNRS are in early stages of development, with only 
six LNRS having been published at the time of writing (August 2025), out of a potential 48 
strategy areas. As these strategies begin to emerge and mature, it is reasonable to expect 
a greater contribution of DLL compensation ponds also delivering LNRS objectives. 
Opportunities provided through DLL should be better communicated to LPAs, and ongoing 
monitoring is required to assess the effectiveness of DLL contributions toward LNRS 
targets.  
 
 

 

Figure 16 Results of the LPA Survey, to show the extent to which the respondents 
perceive DLL compensation ponds to contribute towards Local Nature Recovery 
Strategies (LNRS) and other local biodiversity targets within the LPA (Mdn response 
= ‘Very little’, n= 46) 

Comparison to standard mitigation licensing  

The respondents were further questioned on how useful the DLL strategic resources are in 
comparison to the resources available through standard mitigation licensing. The results 
are presented in Figure 17 and interpretated below, whilst providing context into the type 
of resources available through both licensing approaches.  

Figure 17 shows that 59% of respondents thought that the resources available through 
DLL are much more or somewhat more useful (with ‘somewhat more useful’ being the 
median response). Whilst only 9% of respondents thought that the resources are much 
less, or less useful. Another 9% took a neutral position.  
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Understanding the resources available through DLL compared with standard mitigation 
licensing can support the interpretation of the results. As previously detailed, DLL offers 
access to several strategic resources, including the DLL Risk Zone Maps and DLL SOA 
mapping, which can be easily used and interpreted by the LPA. In contrast, there are no 
strategic mapping resources associated with standard mitigation licensing. Instead, the 
LPA would need to assess the potential risk posed by the development proposal to GCN, 
drawing on available ecological survey data to inform the likelihood of impact and the need 
for mitigation measures. As not all LPAs have ecologists, the resources available through 
DLL can be more straightforward and accessible for departments without specialist 
ecological expertise. The easier, more accessible approach of interpreting DLL resources 
can support more consistent decision-making across planning teams and reduce reliance 
on experienced ecologists. These factors likely explain why the majority of respondents 
perceive DLL’s strategic resources to be more useful than information associated with 
standard mitigation licensing. 

Although not specifically a ‘strategic resource’, under standard mitigation licensing, 
customers are required to submit survey information for all ponds within 500m of the 
development site. Whereas, under DLL, if no survey data is available, the no survey route 
can be used for the enquiry, and the DLL team use the DLL Pond Layer and DLL Risk 
Zone Mapping to determine impacts on ponds within 250m of the development site. The 
lack of survey data under DLL may explain why some respondents perceive the DLL 
resources less useful than that of standard mitigation licensing. However, DLL 
compensation ponds are monitored for 25-years, including Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) 
assessments (a scoring system which uses ten suitability indices to evaluate pond quality 
for GCN) and eDNA testing (to indicate the presence or absence of GCN in a pond). This 
data is used to determine colonisation rates of DLL ponds which are shared with Steering 
Group members, including LPAs, together with pond numbers and area covered.  

The relatively high proportion of respondents who were unsure about the differences 
between strategic resources (24%) may reflect a lack of direct experience with either DLL 
or standard mitigation licensing. Without experience in working with both licensing 
approaches, the respondents may have found it difficult to make an informed comparison 
between the resources offered. 
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Figure 17 Results of the LPA Survey to show perceptions towards how useful the 
DLL strategic resources are compared to standard mitigation licensing (Mdn 
response = ‘Somewhat more useful’, n= 46) 

3.2. To what extent do certainties within the DLL process increase control 
over the development timetable and improved development viability? 

To investigate this survey question, the analysis first explored the views of the 
respondents on whether DLL provides more certainty around the development timetable 
than standard mitigation licensing does. To assess this, participants were asked to 
respond to a set of relevant statements designed to gauge their perceptions of certainty 
and control within the licensing process. The results are presented in Figure 18 below.   

The most positive responses (defined as those selecting ‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’) 
highlight several perceived advantages of DLL over standard mitigation licensing. Notably, 
56% of respondents agreed that DLL reduces the administrative burden on planning 
applications, with one respondent noting that “there are often fewer documents to review 
under DLL which means that information is more accessible”. Furthermore, 61% of 
respondents indicated that developments progress more quicky through the planning 
system under DLL and 52% felt that developers can get on-site and commence works 
quicker under DLL than standard mitigation licensing. This sentiment is reinforced by 
comments emphasising that “avoidance of delay caused by survey and trapping is very 
appealing to developers” and that “developers appreciate the time saving compared with 
traditional licensing, which could add 18 months to two years to development timetables”. 
These results also mirror that of the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, where the 
majority of developers agreed that DLL increases the overall timesaving, avoids 
unforeseen delays and allows the developer to commence development works faster.  
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There were fewer negative perceptions associated with the three statements discussed 
above, with only 7% of respondents perceiving developers to rarely get on-site and 
commence works quicker under DLL, 15% believing DLL to rarely progress faster through 
the planning system under DLL, and 17% indicating that DLL rarely reduces the 
administrative burden on a planning application. These negative perceptions could be 
influenced by complex projects that the LPA has been involved with. Only 39% of 
respondents thought that DLL improves the likelihood of a development receiving planning 
permission (based on those that selected ‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’), whilst 24% 
disagreed (‘rarely’ or ‘never’), and 37% were unsure. These results suggest that although 
DLL offers a more streamlined and efficient approach in terms of timesaving (as 
highlighted by the positive responses discussed earlier), it is not widely perceived as 
increasing the likelihood of a planning application being approved, with one respondent 
noting “applications can be determined with the requirement for a licence conditioned”. 
This is likely due to the fact that DLL and A14 licences both operate post-planning, and 
therefore the process would not influence the planning decision.  

When asked on how often developers are required to change their site designs because of 
DLL, 30% of respondents disagreed (selecting ‘rarely’ or ‘never’), whilst 22% responded 
selected ‘sometimes’ to ‘often’. However, the majority of respondents (48%) were unsure. 
This somewhat links to the responses of the developers, where very few developers noted 
to choose DLL due to there being an increased flexibility of site design. This shows that 
whilst the benefit of increasing the flexibility in the development design is being recognised 
to an extent, it is not the primary factor of choosing DLL as a licensing option.  

When asked if licence breaches are less common under DLL, 85% were unsure, 2% 
responded with ‘never’ and 13% gave a positive response (defined as ‘sometimes’, ‘often’ 
or ‘always’). To provide context, licence breaches are generally less likely under DLL due 
to the design, which allows full site loss of habitats, reducing the risk of breaching licence 
conditions. In contrast, standard mitigation licensing includes more specific conditions to a 
licence, making breaches more probable. This may explain the positive responses to the 
question. However, under DLL, customers sometimes mistake the Impact Assessment and 
Conservation Payment Certificate (IACPC) with the actual DLL licence. As one respondent 
stated, “licence breaches are common as developers confuse IACPCs with licences, and 
LPAs also do not know the difference”, resulting in works commencing on site before a 
DLL licence is obtained. NE is aware of this issue and monitors it through routine follow-up 
communications. Breaches identified by the DLL team are flagged to NE’s enforcement 
team and the LPA is contacted if necessary. In some instances, LPAs themselves have 
reported breaches to the DLL team, sometimes before the DLL team has become aware 
of the issue. This approach could contribute to the high proportion of ‘don’t know’ 
responses, as LPAs are not consistently informed when breaches occur, as breaches are 
managed by NE.  

Further to the above, compliance monitoring under DLL is limited to a few criteria: 
adherence to the red line boundary and licence conditions, completion of the Report of 
Action (to be completed by the customer before the licence expiry to detail actions taken to 
date), and notification to NE upon receiving planning permission. Licensees must report 
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any breaches within 48 hours, and NE handles the enforcement. In contrast, compliance 
associated with A14 licences is more complex, where habitats are required to be created, 
monitored and manged in the long-term on-site to ensure effectiveness of mitigation 
measures. The customer is also required to stop work immediately if GCN are found and 
contact NE or a suitably qualified ecologist. Given this, DLL compliance is therefore less 
complex than that of standard mitigation licensing, and consequently easier to enforce. 
However, the survey results show that 87% of LPAs are unsure on whether it is easier to 
identify licence breaches and enforce compliance under DLL, and only 11% (based on 
answers of ‘always’ to ‘sometimes’) felt it was. The results highlight the need for the DLL 
team to better communicate with LPAs regarding compliance, to ensure that the LPAs are 
aware of what the customer is required to comply with. This could potentially ensure any 
issues, that are known by LPAs, are flagged to NE earlier on in the process. Also, 
compliance checking is not currently well developed for DLL, this needs addressing 
particularly as more licences are issued through DLL; this could help inform LPAs of 
compliance requirements.  

The results show quite a degree of uncertainty in responses for each statement, with 
‘unsure/don’t know’ responses ranging from 24% to 87% depending on the statement. To 
support these results, a respondent commented that it is “still early days and we don't tend 
to hear about the developer’s reasons”. This is understandable, as DLL has only been 
operating in some scheme areas for a few years and as a result, it might be premature to 
expect clear consensus concerning certainty around different elements of the development 
timetable.    

 

Figure 18 Results of the LPA Survey to show perceptions towards certainty and 
control under the DLL Scheme, compared to standard mitigation licensing (n=46 for 
all statements). 
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Table 24 The median responses to the relevant statements in the LPA Survey, 
associated with Figure 18 above, exploring perceptions towards certainty and 
control under the DLL Scheme, compared to standard mitigation licensing. 

Statement Median 
response  

DLL reduces the administrative burden on a planning 
application  

Sometimes  

Developments progress faster through the planning system 
under DLL 

Sometimes  

DLL improves the likelihood of a development being given 
planning permission  

Rarely 

Developments change their site designs because of DLL Never 

Developers can get on-site and start works quicker under DLL Sometimes  

Licence breaches are less common under DLL Unsure/ don’t 
know 

It is easier to identify GCN licence breaches and enforce 
compliance under DLL  

Unsure/ don’t 
know  

 

The next question examined which factors LPAs perceive to be most influential to 
developers when deciding to choose DLL rather than the standard mitigation licensing 
approach.  

Figure 19 below shows that 34 respondents identified time/speed as the primary factor 
most influencing a developer’s preferences for DLL over standard mitigation licensing. 
Furthermore, 30 respondents identified the removal of seasonal survey constraints as the 
reason, and 25 respondents identified reduced onsite mitigation requirements to be 
influential factors. Furthermore, 21 respondents thought developers choose DLL for the 
simplicity of the scheme and 20 respondents noted increased certainty and risk avoidance 
to be a contributing factor. These results, similar to the view of the developers, show that 
the efficiency and certainty of the DLL scheme could significantly contribute to the decision 
for a developer on whether to use DLL or standard mitigation licensing.  

Figure 19 also shows that 23 respondents thought developers choose DLL as it was seen 
as more cost effective. This is somewhat consistent with the results of the developers 
(Section 2.3), where there was some agreement that the costs are perceived to be less 
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expensive than standard mitigation licensing. However, there were mixed opinions on this 
topic.  

Only 10 respondents thought that developers opt for DLL because of the greater flexibility 
it provides in designing the development site. This again links to previous developer 
survey questions, where the flexibility of the scheme was not seen to have been an 
influential factor in choosing DLL.  

The lowest number of respondents (3 respondents) attributed developer preference to the 
underlying principles of the scheme, such as funds being diverted to conservation rather 
than on-site mitigation, and it’s potential to deliver landscape-scale conservation 
outcomes. These results indicate that developers are thought to choose DLL for reasons 
that relate more towards the control of the development timetable and greater certainty, 
rather than by the conservation benefits of the scheme. This trend was also seen when 
analysing the responses of the developers, as previously discussed.  

Notably, a greater number of LPA respondents thought that developers choose DLL 
because of advice from their ecologist (24 respondents) rather than the advice of the LPA 
(11 respondents). This also aligns with the views of the developers. As previously 
discussed in EQ2, ecologists are typically involved earlier in the process, and therefore, 
the developer may have already consulted the ecologist by the time that the LPA reviews 
the ecologist report as part of the planning application. 

Only 4 respondents (9% of respondents) were unsure of the reasons for developers to 
choose DLL. This represents a small proportion of the total, suggesting that the majority of 
respondents were able to provide informed answers. It is likely that those who were 
unsure occupy roles with limited direct engagement with developers, which may explain 
their lack of insight. 
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Figure 19 Results of the LPA Survey, showing which factors LPAs perceive to most 
influence a developer’s decision on whether they choose DLL over the standard 
mitigation licensing approach (n=46).  
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The LPAs were then asked whether they consider DLL to represent an overall 
improvement in the licensing process for GCN, compared to standard mitigation licensing.  

Figure 20 shows the majority of respondents (54%) either agreed or strongly agreed that 
there has been an overall improvement in the licensing process for GCN. Whilst 11% (5 
respondents) either disagreed or strongly disagreed. The remaining 15% had a neutral 
stance, whilst 20% were unsure. These results could be informed by the previous analysis, 
where respondents showed positive views towards the speed, certainty and simplicity of 
DLL compared to standard mitigation licensing.  

Some qualitative feedback was provided throughout the survey, including responses by 
those who disagreed with the statement. The views centre around the need for more 
communication and transparency of DLL, as well as improved data sharing. The DLL team 
in NE will take all comments on board, to improve the operation of DLL.  

Respondents who held a neutral position or were unsure may have lacked sufficient 
experience with either DLL or standard mitigation licensing, limiting their ability to make a 
direct comparison between the two approaches. This is particularly relevant given the 
relatively recent rollout of DLL in some scheme areas, for example, the scheme only 
launched in Cumbria in 2022 and in Hertfordshire in 2023. As a result, individuals working 
within LPAs in these regions may not yet have had the opportunity to engage with both 
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licensing systems in depth, which could explain the uncertainty reflected in their 
responses.  

 

Figure 20 Results of the LPA Survey, to show whether respondents consider DLL to 
represent an overall improvement in the licensing process for GCN, compared to 
standard mitigation licensing (Mdn response = ‘Agree’).  
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EQ4 What are the efficiency and effectiveness 
improvements for Natural England? 

Summary  

Across the five-year evaluation period the income generated through DLL fully covers both 
the short-term operational costs and long-term financial obligations of DLL. There is no 
deficit or reliance on additional funding, indicating that across the five-year evaluation 
period DLL is financially self-funding.  

The DLL scheme is regularly adapted through adaptive modelling and regular reviews to 
ensure no detrimental effect on GCN Favourable Conservation Status (FCS). Key 
adaptions also include a shift to a tailored approach towards impact assessments, 
ensuring compensation costs and pond requirements remain proportionate to the 
development whilst ensuring FCS is met. Improved digital systems such as SharePoint 
Online and ArcGIS Online are now used to improve data management, data quality and 
coordination across NE. Whilst improvements support alignment with broader NE 
initiatives, alignment is still limited due to the early development stage of some initiatives, 
highlighting the need for ongoing collaboration to achieve joined-up habitat planning. 

DLL is a more efficient licensing system in terms of processing speed, with licences issued 
within an average of 15 working days compared to 48 days for A14 licences due to the 
differences in assessment processes. DLL requires more Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) staff 
and incurs higher costs to NE per licence issued. This is due to the operational nature of 
DLL, which involves species distribution modelling, the writing and reviewing of strategies, 
engagement with LPAs and work with HDBs on pond delivery, monitoring and 
maintenance (activities not required under standard mitigation licensing).  

DLL has had a mixed impact on NE’s relationships, engagement, and reputation with 
stakeholders, varying by stakeholder role. NE Area Team Leads reported the most 
positive views, citing improved collaboration and communication, though the small sample 
size limits conclusions. HDBs noted strong engagement with NE as well as improved 
relationships and knowledge sharing with LPAs through DLL Steering Groups. HDBs also 
noted growing recognition of DLL’s ecological benefits, with potential to improve NE’s 
reputation. LPAs expressed more neutral or critical views, highlighting concerns around 
data transparency, staff continuity, and inconsistent communication, though some 
acknowledged improved engagement through DLL Steering Groups. Continued 
improvements are required to strengthen NE’s relationships and reputation across 
stakeholder groups.  

NE Area Team Leads reported limited integration of DLL lessons into wider teams of NE. 
A Lessons Used Register further identified how DLL’s strategic planning, data collection, 
modelling, communications, as well as Monitoring and Evaluation Framework have 
informed other NE projects. Although these lessons have led to efficiencies in wider NE, 
the uptake of DLL lessons remains limited to teams with aligned objectives. DLL should 
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expand its communication and collaboration, to promote shared learning and resource 
efficiency across NE.  

4.1. To what extent is DLL self-funding (funds paid by developers cover the 
costs of pond creation and maintenance, implementation of the scheme 
overall, a DLL oversight/regulation role)? 

Table 25 below details the total income of DLL from the enquiry fees, licence fees, 
conservation payments and Discretionary Advice Services in each financial year from 
2020 to 2025. Furthermore, Table 26 below provides the total expenditure on pond 
delivery, monitoring, maintenance, remediation, NE costs for DLL licensing and scheme 
delivery, and organisational oncosts in each financial year from 2020 to 2025. Table 26 
also includes a row for the provision of long-term DLL obligations; this includes pond 
monitoring, maintenance and any remediation work required across the next 25-years, 
future scheme area reviews, impact assessments, and evaluation. Although most of the 
expenditure and income is based on fixed payments or fees, there are occasions when the 
DLL team engage in bespoke arrangements such as buying a bulk number of ponds, this 
results in a difference in the expenditure compared to the number of ponds created. It 
should be noted that across the years DLL expanded its operation across new areas, an 
increase in income is attributable to this expansion as well as an increase in uptake. DLL 
also received £7.9 million from the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government (MHCLG) between 2019 and 2022.  This funding was used to support the 
development of the science and methodologies underpinning the scheme and to pump 
prime the delivery of ponds in advance of licensing impacts. 

Table 25 below shows the total income generated through DLL between 2020-2025 to be 
£48,995,986, whilst Table 26 below shows the expenditure of DLL within this period to be 
£30,099,024. There is also the provision of £18,896,962 for long-term DLL obligations 
covering the next 25-year period, balancing the expenditure and long-term provision at 
£48,995,986. It can be seen across the years that expenditure is relatively consistent, a 
consequence of fixed standard payments for pond creation, monitoring and maintenance, 
and ongoing NE scheme delivery and organisational costs whereas income is variable. 
Income is influenced by external economic and market forces, consequently, in some 
years more funds are available for future obligations than others. The fund for future 
obligations is reviewed as part of the biennial tariff review. Tables 25 and 26 shows that in 
2020/21 DLL scheme expenditure was greater than income, this is attributable to the need 
for ponds in advance of impacts and formed part of MHCLG funded pump priming. Table 
26 also shows in 2023/24 there was a significant in year increase in NE costs for DLL 
Licensing and Scheme Delivery. During this year there was a temporary increase in staff 
resource for the purpose of expanding the scheme across new areas but a subsequent 
decrease meant scheme expansion did not occur. During 2023/24 a sizeable programme 
of work was also carried out to increase pond size, enhancing suitability for GCN.  

These income and expenditure figures show that across the five-year evaluation period 
the income fully covers both the short-term operational costs and provides for long-term 
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financial obligations of DLL. There is no deficit or reliance on external funding, indicating 
that across the five-year evaluation period (2020 – 2025) DLL is financially self-funding.  

  



 

Page 103 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

Table 25 A breakdown of the elements that are included within the income of DLL, as well as the total income of DLL, within the 
financial years from 2020- 2025  

Stage  2020/2021 2021/2022 2022/2023 2023/2024 2024/2025 Total 

Enquiry fee £131,189 £254,611 £263,475 £337,393 £289,932 £1,276,600 

Licence fee £35,880 £133,170 £120,750 £172,500 £116,290 £578,590 

Conservation payment  £3,561,284 £13,526,990 £11,866,489 £9,680,208 £8,478,293 £47,113,264 

Discretionary Advice Service £14,546 £7,689 £3,245 £424 £1,628 £27,532 

Total  £3,742,899 £13,922,460 £12,253,959 £10,190,525 £8,886,143 £48,995,986 
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Table 26 A breakdown of the DLL scheme expenditure showing both pond delivery and scheme operational /delivery costs 
incurred by NE, within the financial years from 2020- 2025.  

Work 2020/2021 2021/2022 2022/2023 2023/2024 2024/2025 Total 

Pond delivery £2,467,537 £4,180,407 £3,572,238 £2,957,130 £3,210,355 £16,387,667 

Pond monitoring £176,159 £289,356 £167,190 £634,187 £780,499 £2,047,391 

Pond remediation £0 £0 £78,127 £37,302 £65,021 £180,450 

Pond maintenance £0 £5,085 £0 £1,550 £12,747 £19,382 

NE costs for DLL Licensing and Scheme 
Delivery 

£1,488,690  £1,550,815 £1,546,982 £2,460,312 £1,458,285 £8,505,084 

Organisational costs £600,838 £541,825 £592,971 £759,844 £463,572  £2,959,050 

Total expenditure  £4,733,224 £6,567,488 £5,957,508 £6,850,325 £5,990,479 £30,099,024 

Provision for long-term DLL obligations -£990,325 £7,354,972 £6,296,451 £3,340,200  £2,895,664 £18,896,962 

Total expenditure + provision for long-
term DLL obligations 

£3,742,899  £13,922,460 £12,253,959 £10,190,525 £8,886,143 £48,995,986 

Note: Pond monitoring figures include monitoring of DLL compensation ponds, and monitoring of existing ponds in the wider 
landscape for future understanding and comparisons.
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4.2. To what extent is DLL regularly adapted and improved to maintain 
Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) of GCN, and to align with other NE 
initiatives (BNG, LNRS, species recovery), and for joined up habitat 
planning? 

The analysis draws on records and information maintained by the DLL team to assess the 
extent to which DLL has been regularly adapted and improved to maintain the 
Conservation Status of GCN, and to align with other NE initiatives. Records, alongside 
established processes and supporting information, provide valuable insight into how DLL 
has evolved, providing evidence of improvements across ecological aspects, operational 
efficiency, and strategic alignment with wider initiatives.  

Improvements aligned with Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) 

Adaptive modelling to suit FCS  

Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) is the minimum threshold at which we can be 
confident that a species is thriving in England and is expected to continue to thrive 
sustainably in the future. Four-year reviews are undertaken for each DLL scheme area to 
consider the effect of the scheme on the conservation status of GCN (though, there may 
be other influences on the data, besides DLL). Annual reporting is also carried out to 
understand the impact of DLL in each scheme area; impacts are measured against the 
strategy rules for that scheme area. The monitoring against these rules can help to 
regulate the process, supporting the conservation status of GCN. The results of the four-
year reviews can inform the updates to the modelling of that scheme area, continuously 
adapting the scheme to improve the conservation status for GCN.  

Adapting Impact Assessment calculations  

Since the launch of DLL, the impact assessment calculation process (calculating the 
conservation payment required for a development based on the associated impacts of the 
proposal) has progressively shifted. DLL was first designed to be a simplistic, ‘one size fits 
all’ approach. However, as DLL has embedded, it has become clear that given the 
numerous different development types, a more flexible approach may be required, 
reflecting differences in impacts, or economies of scale. Several bespoke approaches 
have been designed, most apply at a strategic level, and others are undertaken at a site 
level following review of the development. A structured framework now supports the 
identification and management of these ‘complex cases’, allowing tailored impact 
assessments and compensation calculations. This ensures that the number of 
compensation ponds for GCN, as well as the associated costs for developers, are 
appropriate and proportionate.  

A core principle when changing the approach to calculating the impacts of a scheme is to 
ensure that there is a balance between making sure the costings are proportionate to the 
customer, whilst ensuring the FCS test continues to be met.  
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Pond specification improvements  

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) are given a pond specification, to detail pond creation and 
restoration guidance (Appendix 1). Aspects of the pond specification have been changed 
since the launch of DLL. For example, the required minimum surface area of a DLL pond 
has increased from 100m2 to 150m2. This larger size supports greater habitat diversity, 
resilience to climate change and improved viability for GCN populations. The pond 
specification will continue to be updated to adapt to environmental pressures and ensure 
the success of the DLL scheme in creating and restoring suitable ponds for GCN.  

The DLL team will undertake pond audits in the future, to understand which factors 
significantly contribute to the success of a pond. These pond audits will allow the DLL 
team to identify further ways to improve the DLL pond specification, to enhance the quality 
and resilience of the ponds.   

Digital systems  

SharePoint Online (SPOL) Lists 

Since the DLL scheme launched, casework data (data associated with individual 
development sites) had been stored on Excel spreadsheets. As the scheme scaled up, 
this resulted in multiple spreadsheets (more than 20), tracking similar data. This caused 
difficulties with reporting, as well as data management and data security issues. As a 
solution for this, SharePoint Online (SPOL) Lists were chosen to be used, due to the 
system’s existing use within the Natural England Wildlife Licensing Service (NEWLS) 
where it had been demonstrated as an effective method for managing wildlife licensing 
casework. It was recognised that a more advanced digital solution with customer facing 
elements would provide greater benefits; including consolidating data into a singular 
‘database’ within a SPOL List, creating a link to wider datasets used within the team and to 
enable a live picture of pond supply and demand. This database system will also support 
the DLL team in aligning with other teams across NE, allowing coordination between NE 
initiatives. This work therefore proved to be a success, with Table 27 detailing the benefits 
that were achieved.  
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Table 27 Improvements generated through the use of SharePoint Online (SPOL)  

Improvement  Detail  

Integrated datasets  The consolidation of data sources enabled a joined-up view 
of pond supply and demand, supporting more strategic 
planning. 

Automated reporting Streamlined reporting processes enhanced efficiency and 
improved the accuracy and speed of decision-making 
around pond provision. 

Improved data quality New data is inputted via a form, which has reduced input 
errors, ensuring greater reliability and consistency across 
records. This not only strengthens overall data integrity but 
also contributes to greater stability and security across the 
system. 

Alignment with other 
NE initiatives 

Consistent approach to data storage across teams, 
supporting coordination.   

 

Capture of survey data  

The DLL team also relied on excel spreadsheets to capture habitat data, resulting in 
thousands of separate excel files provided by HDBs. This led to a high level of manual 
input errors, and inefficiencies in data handling.  

To address this issue, the DLL team introduced ArcGIS online, a mapping platform 
developed by Esri (Environmental Systems Research Institute) that allows users to create, 
manage and share spatial data through a web browser. This platform includes ArcGIS 
Survey 123 and ArcGIS FieldMaps products. These products have provided mobile 
approaches to capturing data, eliminating waste and providing efficiencies. For example, 
previously HDBs were required to manually fill out a paper form when surveying 
compensation ponds, they now use the ArcGIS Survey123 app, which provides a 
streamlined, user-friendly interface for data entry and is automatically uploaded onto the 
portal for the DLL team to review. This change in data capture has significantly improved 
the quality, consistently and accessibility of the survey data.  

The use of ArcGIS Online also brings benefits to pond delivery and surveying. All pond 
data can be accessed through ArcGIS Online, enabling HDBs to view pond locations when 
on-site and easily see the overlap with Strategic Opportunity Area (SOA) mapping. This 
provides the HDBs with an easier approach for pond delivery, where they can accurately 
map the pond on the ground in the precise location, strategically delivering ponds to 
improve connectivity. The monitoring information is also uploaded for HDBs to see, 
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making it clear as to which ponds have positive GCN records. Furthermore, before the use 
of this digital system, details of invasive species were inconsistently reported during pond 
survey visits. The Survey123 forms now encompass that information, this alerts the DLL 
team when an invasive species is recorded and triggers the need for a management plan.    

NE operates a geospatial platform that consolidates spatial data from across teams. By 
utilising ArcGIS Online within the DLL scheme, data collected through DLL pond surveys 
can easily be integrated into this central platform. This ensures the information is 
accessible to other programmes within NE. For instance, areas identified as important for 
GCN can be identified by the Local Nature Recovery Strategy (LNRS) team, who also 
have access to the platform. This shared access promotes better coordination between 
DLL and other NE initiatives, enabling more strategic and joined-up habitat planning.  

Table 28 summarises the key improvements brought using ArcGIS Online within DLL. 

Table 28 Improvements generated through the use of ArcGIS Online (AGOL) 

Improvement  Detail  

Data validation New data is validated at the source (when data is 
entered), significantly reducing the risk of errors. 

Centralised data storage  All survey data is now stored on ArcGIS Online, 
eliminating the need for thousands of spreadsheets. 

Integration of ArcGIS Pro  Up-to-date field data can be directly imported from 
ArcGIS Online to ArcGIS Pro, enabling efficient strategy 
remodels and analysis. 

Alignment with other NE 
initiatives  

Integration of DLL survey data into a NE geospatial 
platform, aiding coordination between teams.  

 

Further alignment with other Natural England Initiatives  

While the information above highlights potential for DLL to align with other teams and 
initiatives within NE, it’s important to recognise that many of these initiatives, such as 
Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) and LNRS, are still in the early stages of development. For 
example, as of August 2025, only six LNRS’s have been published out of a possible 48 
strategy areas. Similarly, BNG only became a mandatory requirement for major 
developments in 2024. As a result, the degree of alignment between these initiatives and 
DLL remains limited at this stage. Continued collaboration and integration will be essential 
as these initiatives mature and evolve, to ensure joined up habitat planning.  
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4.3. To what extent is DLL a more efficient licensing system for NE? (Are 
licences processed more quickly, with fewer Full Time Equivalents (FTE) or 
other costs to NE?) 

4.3.1. Turnaround time  

For this section, the results of Evaluation Question (EQ) 2.2. are reiterated, to form one 
aspect of the analysis, investigating the extent that DLL is a more efficient licensing 
system for NE. As detailed under EQ 2.2, ‘turnaround time’ is defined as the time it takes 
from the date that the licence application is received by NE, to the date that the licence is 
issued. The analysis conducted was a comparison of the mean and median turnaround 
time between DLL and standard mitigation licensing (A14 licences). The results are further 
interpreted from the perspective of NE. 

Table 29 below shows that DLL licences, on average, have a faster turnaround time, from 
application received to licence issue, compared to A14 licences. As discussed previously, 
there are a variety of factors that contribute to the longer turnaround time of A14 licences 
compared to that of DLL. To briefly highlight the details covered in EQ 2.2, a more in-
depth, complex assessment is required for A14 licences than that of DLL licences. For 
example, part of the assessment under DLL is undertaken at the strategy level (i.e. when 
the strategy for that scheme area is being prepared), rather than during the individual site-
level assessment of licence applications. Furthermore, the assessments of A14 licences 
can only be undertaken by highly trained officers within NE who also have the 
responsibility to assess applications for other protected species. Whereas, the assessment 
of DLL licence applications is less complex, and the DLL team comprises officers whose 
primary responsibility is to assess DLL licence applications, contributing to a faster, more 
efficient turnaround. Please refer to EQ 2.2 for further details on the assessment process 
required for each licence.  

As also raised in EQ 2.2, the turnaround time from application received to licence issue 
does not consider the time taken to obtain missing information from a customer. This is 
more likely under A14 licences, than DLL, as the customer is required to submit more 
documentation with the A14 licence application. This therefore also has an impact on the 
time it takes for NE to process an A14 licence application, compared to a DLL application.  

Table 29 The mean and median turnaround times for a new DLL and A14 licences, 
issued in the past 5-years (1st April 2020-31st March 2025) (DLL n=778, A14 n=180) 

 DLL A14 

Mean turnaround time (working days) 15 48 

Median turnaround time (working days) 14 45 
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4.3.2. Average FTE to process a licence  

To further explore whether DLL is a more efficient licensing system for NE, the analysis 
investigates the Full-Time Equivalents (FTE) that have been required to facilitate the 
processing of a licence application within the last five-year period (2020-2025), and 
whether fewer FTE are required compared to standard mitigation licensing (A14 licences).  

Table 30 below provides the Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) required to operate DLL between 
2020-2025. To note, and as further detailed in the methodology, the FTE detailed in Table 
30 only includes core-delivery work within DLL. The FTE therefore does not include time 
taken on non-core delivery work (such as other project work, line management, non-
delivery meetings and work involving third-party schemes) as this ensures an accurate 
reflection of the core-delivery FTE required only to operate the DLL scheme.    

As DLL is an operational scheme, the core-delivery work includes processing and issuing 
the licences as well as operating the wider aspects of the DLL scheme, such as 
developing and reviewing the DLL scheme area strategies, engaging with LPAs and 
managing habitat delivery (please refer to Section 2.4 for full details regarding core-
delivery work). The results of the FTE calculations therefore reflect this core-delivery work 
within DLL.  

The results in Tables 30 and 31 below, show that, on average, a greater number of FTE 
has been required to process a DLL licence (0.15 FTE) than an A14 licence (0.06 FTE) 
over the past five-year period. However, whilst interpreting these results, it is important to 
consider several differences between the FTE calculations associated with the different 
licence types. For DLL It is important to note that the FTE per licence issued does not 
reflect the fact that there will be licence applications, as well as enquiries for DLL (please 
refer to Figure 5 in EQ2.2 for information on the enquiry and application processes), that 
have not yet progressed to the licence issues stage. The FTE therefore includes work on 
additional applications and enquiries that have not progressed to the licence issue stage.  

Furthermore, as with A14 licences, staff operating under DLL are required to process and 
undertake assessments of the applications and then issue licences. However, the 
mechanism of DLL means that additional staff are required within DLL to contribute 
towards the wider operation of the DLL scheme, such as by collating data, undertaking 
species distribution modelling, producing strategies for each scheme area, engaging with 
LPAs and working with HDBs on pond delivery. In contrast, there are no additional 
operations behind the work of A14 licences. The FTE per A14 licence issued therefore 
only includes the administration and assessment time required to process a licence from 
application to issue, and not any additional supportive operational work. This key 
difference explains why the average FTE to process a licence is much higher under DLL 
than under A14 licences, and therefore, should be considered when interpreting the 
results outlined in Tables 30 and 31.  
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Table 30 The average FTE per DLL licence issued for core-delivery only, split by 
time period, calculated by dividing the total core-delivery FTE per year by the 
number of new licences issued. 

Year  DLL Core delivery 
FTE  

New DLL licences 
issued  

Average core-
delivery FTE per DLL 
licence issued, by 
time period 

2020/21 25.38 52 0.49 

2021/22 25.81 185 0.14 

2022/23 25.46 168 0.15 

2023/24 28.96 213 0.14 

2024/25 19.79 207 0.10 

2020-2025 125.4 825  0.15 
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Table 31 The average FTE per A14 licence issued, split by time period, calculated by 
dividing the total FTE per year by the number of new/resubmission licences issued 
that year. 

Year  A14 & CL33 FTE New/resubmission 
A14 & CL33 licences 
issued  

Average A14 & CL33 
FTE per licence 
issued, by time 
period 

2020/21 No data No data No data  

2021/22 1.8 87 0.02 

2022/23 3.65 51 0.07 

2023/24 4.83 49 0.1 

2024/25 3.16 47 0.07 

2021-2025 13.44 234 0.06 

Note: Data for 2020/21 was unavailable for analysis, as 2021/22 was the first year 
that the relevant data on FTE was separated from other licences for protected 
species.    

4.3.3. Cost to NE per licence issued  

The final part of the analysis, to determine whether DLL represents a more efficient 
licensing system for NE, assesses the average staff cost per DLL licence issued and 
compares this with traditional mitigation licensing (data on A14 and CL33 licences are 
combined due to staff costs not able to be separated by licence type). Tables 32 and 33 
below outline the staff costs per licence issued, for both DLL and traditional mitigation 
licensing, calculated through dividing the staff costs by the number of new licences issued 
per financial year and across the five-year period.  

It is important to first note that Table 33 below includes both A14 and CL33 licences in the 
calculation as the associated staff costs could not be disaggregated by the specific licence 
type. This is therefore a limitation of the analysis, being inconsistent with the previous 
analysis for this section. Furthermore, the data from financial year of 2020/2021 is not 
available, and therefore the average staff costs per licence issued is only based on four 
years of data, rather than five-years. This should be considered when comparing the 
results between licence types.  

Similarly to the FTE results, the overall staff costs per licence issued do not reflect the fact 
that there will be licence applications, as well as enquiries for DLL, that have not yet 
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progressed to the licence issues stage, which staff will have also been working on. This 
will need to be considered when interpreting the results.  

Acknowledging these limitations, it is still clear that the average cost per licence issued is 
higher for DLL licences (£11,493 per licence issued) than traditional mitigation licensing 
(£3,743 per licence issued). Similar to the results relating to the average FTE per licence 
issued, the main reason for the higher costs is due to the greater number of staff required 
to support the operation of DLL. DLL is a complete programme of work that not only issues 
a licence through a strategic approach but includes habitat creation and restoration and its 
long-term maintenance. With traditional licensing, the responsibility and cost of essential 
site surveys and mitigation actions, notably habitat management, remains the 
responsibility of the developer. It can be concluded that the cost of issuing a licence under 
DLL is higher than traditional licensing but the service or outcomes it delivers is much 
greater. 

Table 32 The average DLL staff cost per licence issued calculated through dividing the 
DLL staff costs associated with the core-delivery team (including standard and overheads 
costs) by the total number of new DLL licences issued, split by time period.  

Financial 
year  

Staff costs 
(standard and 
overheads)  

New DLL licences 
issued  

Staff cost per DLL 
licence issued, by time 
period  

2020/21 £1,695,643 52 £32,609 

2021/22 £1,677,466 185 £9,067 

2022/23 £1,756,366 168 £10,455 

2023/24 £2,734,212 213 £12,837 

2024/25 £1,618,121 207 £7,817 

2020-2025 £9,481,808 825  £11,493 

Note: Figures reflect NE staff costs only. DLL costs include operational delivery and 
long-term obligations. 
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Table 33 The average staff cost per A14 and CL33 licence issued calculated through 
dividing the total number of new/resubmission A14 and CL33 licence issued by the 
staff costs (standard and overhead costs), split by time period.  

Financial 
year  

Staff costs (standard 
and overheads)  

New/resubmissions 
A14 & CL33 licences 
issued  

Staff cost per licence 
A14 &CL33 issued, by 
time period.  

2020/21  No data No data No data  

2021/22 £101,528 87 £1,167 

2022/23 £243,186 51 £4,768 

2023/24  £321,044 49 £6,552 

2024/25  £210,184 47 £4,472 

2021-2025 £875,942 234 £3,743 

Note: Data for 2020/21 was unavailable for analysis, as 2021/22 was the first year 
that the relevant data on staff costs was separated from other licences for protected 
species. Figures exclude developer-funded mitigation. 

4.4. To what extent has DLL impacted NE relationships, engagement and 
reputation with stakeholders? 

Both the Stakeholder Survey and the Local Planning Authority (LPA) Survey included 
identical questions addressing relationships, engagement, and the reputation of NE. 
Recipients of the stakeholder survey included NE Area Team Leads, Habitat Delivery 
Bodies (HDBs), and Local Planning Authorities (LPAs). As outlined in the methodology,  

The Stakeholder Survey was sent to 19 NE Area Team Leads and 79 HDB contacts in 
January 2025. The LPA survey was sent to 301 LPA contacts in February 2025. 
Responses for both surveys were collected until the 20th of June 2025, allowing sufficient 
time to capture a broad range of stakeholder perspectives. Table 34 below shows the 
response rate, separated into the roles of the relevant stakeholders, as well as the margin 
of error associated with each stakeholder type.   

Table 34 below shows that although the response rate is the highest for NE Area Team 
Leads, the margin of error associated with NE Area Team Leads is also the highest (34%) 
of the stakeholders. This could be due to the lower overall population size (with the survey 
only distributed to 19 NE Area Team Leads). It is important to keep this high margin of 
error in mind when interpreting the results.  
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Table 34 The number of contacts within each stakeholder group that the LPA and 
Stakeholder Survey were distributed to, along with the number that responded, the 
response rate per stakeholder (%) and the associated margin of error for each group 

 NE Area 
Team Leads  

Habitat Delivery 
Bodies  

Local Planning 
Authorities   

Number of contacts the 
survey was distributed to 

19 79 301 

Number of those who 
responded 

6 22 46 

Response rate  31% 28% 15% 

Margin of error (at a 95% 
confidence level) 

34% 18% 13% 

 

Reputation of Natural England  

To explore the extent to which DLL has impacted on the reputation of NE. The NE Area 
Team Leads, HDBs and LPAs were asked to reflect on how they perceive changes in NE’s 
reputation since the introduction of DLL.  

The results summarised in Figure 21 below show varied opinions, depending on the role of 
the respondent. The views of NE Area Team Leads show to be mostly positive, whilst the 
views of HDBs and LPAs are somewhat more mixed, reflecting a broader range of opinion. 
This could however be due to the smaller sample size, and higher margin of error 
associated with the NE Area Teams Leads (please refer to Table 34 above).  
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Figure 21 Results of the LPA and Stakeholder Surveys, to show the perceptions of 
each stakeholder group (NE Area Team Leads, HDBs and LPAs) towards the 
reputation of NE since the introduction of DLL. 

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs)  

A large proportion of HDB respondents (41%) were unsure of whether the reputation of NE 
has changed since the introduction of DLL. Reasons for this uncertainty were not given but 
might be attributable to new staff at HDBs or staff who were unaware of their wider 
organisational engagement with NE. Furthermore, 27% of HDB respondents viewed the 
reputation to have stayed the same, and this also represented the median response. One 
HDB respondent, who shared this view, noted that while some ecologists are concerned 
that DLL prioritises developers’ interests over nature recovery, perceptions are beginning 
to shift. They highlighted that the increase in data collection from HDBs (through the 
monitoring of DLL ponds) is helping to evidence the benefits of DLL. This indicates that 
although the reputation is currently seen by some as having stayed the same, there is 
potential for a positive shift in stakeholder perception over time. 
 
Additionally, 32% of respondents agreed that the reputation has improved to an extent 
(based on those who indicated it has ‘somewhat improved’ or ‘greatly improved’). One 
respondent further noted that “many landowners have expressed the positive impact that 
DLL has had on their land”, describing the newly created habitats as an “oasis' for wildlife”. 
The respondent concluded that this has “certainly improved” the reputation of NE, 
suggesting that the notable ecological improvements on the ground are contributing to a 
more favourable perception of NE.   
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NE Area Team Leads   

Whilst only 17% of NE Area Team Leads thought the reputation of NE to have stayed the 
same, 83% of the respondents perceived DLL to have somewhat improved the reputation 
of NE (with this also being the median response). One Area Team Lead further noted that 
“a number of major infrastructure projects were unaware of DLL and were happy to be 
informed of it, and the benefits and time savings have been greatly appreciated by the 
developers.” This suggests that DLL is not only increasing NE’s visibility but enhancing the 
reputation among developers, by offering an efficient licensing approach. 

To reiterate, it is important to note that the results are based on a small sample size (n=6), 
and therefore, while the results are mostly positive regarding the reputation, they may not 
accurately represent the broader view of NE Area Team Leads and further studies are 
required to understand this topic further.  

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs)  

Figure 21 shows that 39% of LPA respondents perceived no change in the reputation of 
NE since the introduction of DLL, with this view also representing the median response. 
While 15% felt that the reputation of NE was partly seen to have deteriorated, 17% thought 
it has somewhat improved, and 28% were unsure. These results show mixed perceptions 
regarding the reputation of DLL, which could be further investigated through comments 
provided by the respondents.   
  
Those with positive perceptions on the reputation of NE commented that the “faster 
turnaround for this type of licence has improved the reputation of NE” and that there is 
positive engagement with individual NE officers. However, those that perceived the 
reputation to have deteriorated felt there was a lack of transparency regarding data 
sharing and scheme outcomes, and that frequent staff turnover lead to confusion and 
reduced confidence in DLL. Whilst these comments show the improved efficiency of DLL 
and engagement with DLL officers to have enhanced the reputation of NE, they also show 
that improvements are required to improve the transparency of outcomes and data, and to 
improve the communications and training of DLL officers.  

Table 35 The median response for each stakeholder group (NE Area Teams Leads, 
HDBs and LPAs), relating to the results shown in Figure 21.  

Stakeholder group Median response 

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) It has stayed the same  

NE Area Team Leads It has somewhat improved  

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) It has stayed the same  
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Relationship with Natural England / the DLL team  

Further analysis explored whether stakeholders consider their relationship with NE to have 
changed as a result of DLL. For NE Area Team Leads, the question was adapted to focus 
specifically on their relationship with the DLL team.  

Figure 22 below shows varied results depending on the stakeholder group. The views of 
HDBs and NE Area Team Leads generally seem more positive than those of LPAs. The 
results are further investigated in more detail below.  

 

Figure 22 Results of the LPA and Stakeholder Surveys, to show stakeholder 
perceptions towards whether their relationship with Natural England (or with the 
DLL team, if a NE Area Team Lead) to have changed since the introduction of DLL.  

 

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs)   

The majority of HDB respondents (64%) believed their relationship with NE to have 
somewhat improved (with this representing the median response) or greatly improved. 
Qualitative feedback reinforces these findings. One respondent shared that “working on 
DLL has opened up the opportunity for working with different teams within NE”, and others 
mentioned that they have “met more NE employees since working on the Scheme”, and 
that DLL has provided the “opportunity to work collaboratively with NE and engage in high-
level discussions”. Additionally, respondents highlighted the operational benefits of having 
direct contacts within the DLL team, rather than relying on general mailboxes. These 
comments indicate that DLL is helping to facilitate collaborative partnerships and 
enhanced communication, strengthening the relationship between NE and HDBs.  

33%

14%

17%

33%

50%

61%

33%

36%

2%

20%

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

Local Planning Authorities (n=46)

Natural England Area Team Leads (n=6)

Habitat Delivery Bodies (n=22)

% of respondents

It has greatly improved It has somewhat improved It has stayed the same

It is somewhat worse It is much worse Don't Know/unsure



 

Page 119 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

While many respondents reported improved relationships, 36% indicated that their 
relationship with NE had remained the same. One respondent noted that they have 
“always had a good relationship”, suggesting a consistently positive engagement even 
before DLL was introduced. Another noted that they interact with various teams within NE 
due to the nature of their role, implying that DLL may not have significantly altered the 
relationship. Therefore, while DLL may not have directly improved relationships with wider 
NE team, it may have played a role in reinforcing positive engagement.   

Natural England Area Team Leads  

NE Area Team Leads showed a balanced view, with 33% of respondents perceiving their 
relationship with the DLL team to have either greatly improved, somewhat improved (with 
this being the median response), or to have stayed the same. The mostly positive results 
(with 66% viewing relations to have improved) may be attributed to the involvement of NE 
Area Team Leads in the wider DLL Steering Group for their respective scheme areas. To 
reiterate, these groups convene every six months and oversee the delivery of 
compensation ponds in each area. The groups consist of key stakeholders including NE 
Area Team Leads, DLL team members, LPAs and HDBs. This regular communication 
could help to enhance relationships. However, it is challenging to draw firm conclusions 
from the results given the small sample size and limited qualitative feedback. 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs)  

Figure 22 shows that 17% of LPA respondents felt relationships with NE have somewhat 
improved since the introduction of DLL. This perceived improvement could again be 
attributed to the involvement of LPAs in the DLL Steering Groups, where LPAs can 
interact directly with NE.  

The results further show that 61% of LPA respondents perceive their relationship with NE 
to have stayed the same since the introduction of DLL, with this being the median 
response. An explanation for this can further be explored through the qualitative data. For 
example, LPAs may feel the DLL Steering Groups offer limited value, with one respondent 
noting that meetings “often result in more questions than answers”, pointing to the 
complexity of discussions and the need for DLL officers to consult strategy documents or 
specific colleagues before providing clear guidance. While this reflects a careful and 
collaborative approach, it may leave respondents without immediate clarity or actionable 
outcomes. As a result, this may hinder progress in strengthening relationships and could 
be addressed by ensuring the DLL team representatives are more consistently and fully 
informed ensuring that clear outcomes are delivered to all steering groups either during 
the meetings or promptly after. 

Furthermore, 20% of respondents were unsure on whether the relationship had changed. 
One potential explanation for this is the survey’s distribution method, as the survey was 
sent to all LPA contacts on the DLL mailing list, rather than exclusively to those who 
regularly attend DLL Steering Group meetings. As a result, some LPA contacts, while still 
willing to act as points of contact, may not actively participate in the biannual steering 
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group meetings and thus have limited engagement. The lack of direct involvement may 
therefore influence their perceptions. 

Figure 22 further shows a small proportion of respondents (2%) perceive relationships to 
have become somewhat worse since the introduction of DLL. A potential reason for this 
may be the lack of communication regarding how DLL interacts with other initiatives. For 
example, one respondent noted that the “additional information regarding the interaction 
between DLL sites and Biodiversity Net Gain is required”. Therefore, this indicates that 
clear, regular updates and guidance are essential to strengthen relationships between 
LPAs and NE.  

Table 36 The median response for each stakeholder group, relating to the results 
shown in Figure 22. 

Stakeholder group Median response 

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) It has somewhat improved  

NE Area Team Leads It has somewhat improved 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) It has stayed the same  

 

Relationships with other stakeholders  

The analysis further asked the stakeholders whether their relationships with other 
stakeholders (rather than only relationships concerning NE) has changed as a result of 
DLL. The analysis therefore investigated the relations between HDBs, NE Area Team 
Leads and LPAs.  

The results are shown in Figure 23 below and vary depending on the stakeholder group. 
The HDBs show slightly more negative perceptions compared to NE Area Team Leads 
and LPAs. The results are investigated further below.  
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Figure 23 Results of the LPA and Stakeholder Surveys, to show how stakeholders 
perceive changes in their relationships with other DLL stakeholders, since the 
introduction of DLL.   

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs)  

Figure 23 shows 41% of HDB respondents perceive relationships with other stakeholders 
as having somewhat or greatly improved since the introduction of DLL. Respondents 
highlighted that the DLL Steering Groups foster “good understanding and mutual respect” 
amongst stakeholders. Others noted increased collaboration with other HDBs, enhanced 
knowledge-sharing, and more direct contact with planning officers and LPA ecologists, 
compared to before DLL was operating. However, 45% reported no change in these 
relationships, noting that they have had limited engagement with LPAs, and suggested 
that relationships could be strengthened through face-to-face meetings, rather than being 
online. A smaller proportion (9%) felt that the relationships have deteriorated, this merits 
further exploration in the future but may be in connection with the introduction of BNG 
requirements for ponds progressing through the planning process and the difficulty of 
finding landowners willing to offer land for DLL ponds without financial gain. A further 5% 
of respondents were unsure whether relationships with other stakeholders have improved 
and this could be influenced by how engaged they are with the DLL Steering Group 
meetings.  

Natural England Area Team Leads  

The responses from NE Area Team Leads show 17% to perceive relationships with other 
stakeholders to have greatly improved and 33% to view relationships to have somewhat 
improved (with this being the median response). One respondent noted that DLL “involves 
many of the same partners locally that are involved in other areas of our work, so is a 
useful means of strengthening relationships”, highlighting the value of DLL in reinforcing 
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existing collaborative networks. However, 50% of respondents reported relationships to 
have stayed the same. This suggests that although there has been some positive change 
in stakeholder interactions, further efforts may be required to encourage stronger 
collaboration and build stronger external relationships across stakeholders. Yet, as noted 
previously, the small sample size means the results are not widely indicative of the views 
held by NE Area Team Leads.  

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs)  

Figure 23 shows that 52% of LPA respondents perceive their relationship with other 
stakeholders to have stayed the same since the introduction of DLL (with this also being 
the median response). Although there was no qualitative feedback to explain this 
response, it could be linked to the previous qualitative feedback of NE Area Team Leads, 
where many of the stakeholders already work together on other areas of work and this 
could therefore be why the LPAs see their relationships to have remained the same.  

In contrast, 17% viewed these relationships to have somewhat improved, an additional 2% 
of respondents noted the relationships to have greatly improved. This perceived 
improvement may be attributed to the involvement of LPAs in the wider DLL Steering 
Group for their respective scheme areas, where they are able to interact and offer 
collaborative insight on various topics.  

Figure 23 also shows a small proportion of respondents (4%) to perceive relationships to 
have deteriorated since the introduction of DLL. As mentioned previously, the introduction 
of mandatory BNG may have contributed to this, where respondents further commented 
that there is a need for clearer communication from the DLL Team regarding how DLL and 
BNG initiatives interact, and this could have a knock-on effect to their relationship with 
other stakeholders, such as HDBs. More regular updates and guidance from the DLL team 
might help to reduce confusion and improve coordination between LPAs and HDBs.  
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Table 37 The median response for each DLL stakeholder group, relating to the 
results shown in Figure 23.  

Stakeholder group Median response 

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) It has stayed the same  

NE Area Team Leads It is somewhat improved  

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) It has stayed the same  

 

Engagement  

The stakeholders were further asked to reflect on the degree to which they feel the DLL 
team has engaged with them throughout the ongoing operation of the DLL scheme. The 
results shown in Figure 24 below generally reflect positive responses from the stakeholder 
groups, particularly from HDBs. However, there are some negatives views from NE Area 
Team Leads and LPAs. These are discussed in more detail below.  

 

Figure 24 Results of the LPA and Stakeholder Surveys, to show how stakeholders 
perceive the level of engagement by the DLL team, throughout the ongoing 
operation of the DLL scheme.   

Habitat Delivery Bodies (HDBs) 

The results show 91% of respondents from HDBs view the DLL team have engaged with 
them to either a very large or large extent. Whilst 9% report engagement to some extent. 
The qualitative data explores these views further, with many respondents noting that there 
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is regular engagement through catchups, DLL Steering Group meetings and 1-2-1 
sessions. Respondents also noted clear communication and quick responses to queries, 
and the DLL team is seen to be approachable and helpful in providing advice and support. 
A few respondents noted occasional delays in communication and attributed this to 
seasonal workload and staff changes; this may have also contributed to the view that 
engagement from the DLL team has only improved to some degree.  

Natural England Area Team Leads  

The majority of NE Area Team Lead respondents (67%) perceived the DLL team to have 
engaged to a large or very large extent, and 17% perceived the DLL team to have 
engaged to some extent. Respondents noted that “the proactive communication level is 
just right, not overwhelming or constant”, further stating that the DLL team are “really good 
at responding to queries with clear concise advice or information”. A further 17% perceived 
the DLL team to have engaged to little extent, where one respondent noted that the 
frequent changes of staff “has been less than ideal”, disrupting relationships and 
engagement to a degree. This highlights the need for maintaining consistent 
communication throughout staff transitions and presents a clear opportunity for the DLL 
team to strengthen its approach in this area, alongside opportunities for staff retention. 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) 

Figure 24 shows 65% of LPA respondents perceive the DLL team to have demonstrated a 
reasonable to a very high level of engagement (based on the responses of ‘to some 
extent’, ‘to a large extent’ and ‘to a very large extent’). These results may be influenced by 
the regular biannual meetings of the DLL Steering Groups, as previously mentioned. One 
respondent also commented that the Wildlife Licensing Newsletter and e-bulletin updates 
work well and keep them engaged.  

However, although the median response was ‘to some extent’, the fact that the largest 
proportion of respondents selected ‘to a large extent’ suggests a slight negative skew in 
the data, indicating that while many perceive engagement to be strong, the overall 
distribution of results has resulted in a lower central tendency. The results show that 24% 
of respondents felt that there was little to no engagement at all and 11% were unsure. This 
again (like the results regarding relationships) could partly be influenced by whether the 
respondent attends the DLL Steering Groups or not. Furthermore, the role of the 
respondents could also be a factor, where it is more likely that the LPA Ecologist would 
engage with DLL (around relevant cases and updates), rather than the Planning Policy or 
Development Management teams.  

Figure 24 Results of the LPA and Stakeholder Surveys, to show how stakeholders 
perceive the level of engagement by the DLL team, throughout the ongoing 
operation of the DLL scheme.   

Table 38 The median response for each stakeholder group, relating to the results 
shown in Figure 24. 
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Stakeholder group Median response 

Habitat Delivery Bodies To a very large extent  

NE Area Team Leads To a large extent  

Local Planning Authorities To some extent  

 

Improving future engagement  

To further investigate stakeholder views towards engagement, stakeholders were invited 
to comment on how engagement could be improved in the future. The responses, which 
included improvements beyond engagement, have been grouped into recurring themes, 
detailed in Table 39 below. The table shows a range of improvements that could be made 
by NE to promote clear and regular information exchange and improved understanding of 
DLL.  
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Table 39 Comments from the stakeholders (Habitat Delivery Bodies, LPAs and NE 
Area Team Leads) to detail how engagement between DLL and the relevant 
stakeholders could be improved.  

Theme  Comments on how engagement could be improved   

Communication and 
transparency  

• Clearer guidance around the DLL process, especially 
around the different enquiry and application stages.  

• Ensure transparency in decision-making and 
modelling (e.g. the accuracy of the SOA maps).  

• Ensure balanced reporting, not just the positive 
outcomes, but include challenges and limitations. 

• Earlier predictions of pond demands for HDBs. 

Data sharing and 
mapping  

• Requests for access to open data to show details 
such as compensation pond locations, and 
monitoring results. 

Knowledge, training 
and understanding  

• Requests for regular training of LPA Policy Planners 
and Development Management teams to ensure new 
staff are up-to-date and maximise DLL’s strategic 
potential.  

• Requests for more resources for how to promote DLL 
to landowners. 

Engagement and 
collaboration  

• Ensure DLL Steering Group meetings go into more 
depth and ensure updates are more consistent. 

• Include in-person DLL Steering Group meetings to 
strengthen engagement and relationships  

• Set up site visits to DLL ponds  
• More direct engagement with Policy Planners, not 

just HDBs and LPA ecologists.  
• Continued engagement around reduced offer 

concerns in scheme areas. 

Integration with other 
initiatives  

• Requests for better alignment with initiatives such as 
BNG, Nutrient Neutrality and LNRS. 

• Clarity on how BNG and DLL interact. 

Monitoring and 
evaluation  

• More annual reporting or regional summaries to detail 
outcomes. 

• Continue to create questionnaires for developers and 
LPAs. 
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4.5. To what degree are lessons learnt from DLL integrated into other areas 
of NE work (BNG, LNRS, species recovery), and to what extent has this led 
to resource efficiencies for NE? 

This evaluation question is analysed through two different approaches:  

1) The analysis of the Stakeholder Survey results to understand the views of wider NE 
teams. 

2) Exploring the lessons that have been learnt within DLL, and used more widely in 
NE.   

Within the Stakeholder Survey, the NE Area Team Leads were asked whether any lessons 
learnt from DLL have been integrated into their own team, or wider NE. The results are 
shown in Figure 25 below.  

Figure 25 below shows that the majority of respondents (four out of the six respondents) 
have not integrated any lessons learnt from DLL into their own team, or any other team, in 
wider NE. However, the two other respondents either confirmed or suspected that lessons 
had been used. For example, one respondent noted that they have integrated lessons 
from DLL into their own team by “testing different ways to deal with protected sites and 
species associated with them”, further adding that “DLL has helped show what can be 
done by focusing on outcomes and using regulation more innovatively”. This demonstrates 
there are opportunities for wider teams in NE to build on lessons learnt from the innovative 
approach of DLL. Overall, although the results do highlight ways in which lessons have 
been used in wider teams, most of the respondents were not aware of lessons being used. 
This emphasises the need for the DLL team to better communicate lessons learnt to other 
teams in NE, to ensure resources are used more efficiently across the organisation.    
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Figure 25 Results of the Stakeholder Survey, to show whether NE Area Team Leads 
have integrated lessons learnt from DLL into their own team, or wider Natural 
England.  

Whilst the above results are informative, it only captures the views of a small sample of 
respondents, all of which act as NE Area Team Leads. To gain a broader understanding of 
lessons used within wider teams in NE, a ‘Lessons Used Register’ (as detailed in the 
methodology) was developed. The register recorded lessons learnt from DLL that have 
been used more widely in NE to increase resource efficiencies in the organisation. Table 
40 below summarises the main lessons used since the launch of DLL and explores the 
resource efficiencies that this has led to.   

The lessons used, shown in Table 40 below, cover a range of themes, including data 
collection, modelling, strategic planning, communications as well as Monitoring and 
Evaluation. The lessons have mainly been used in teams that carry out similar work to 
DLL, such as the Species Conservation Strategies (SCS) team (a team within NE that is 
exploring new approaches to landscape-scale licensing, for future inclusion in Species 
Conservation Strategies). Given the alignment in objectives and methodologies of the DLL 
and SCS team, the relevance of DLL’s experiences to SCS is particularly high. Moreover, 
DLL has become a source of exemplar practise across NE, with aspects and approaches 
of DLL also being showcased to other teams. For example, the storage of metadata and 
the adoption of digital tools for data collection (i.e. Survey123) are showcasing the need 
for centralised data storage, automated reporting and digitalisation so that less time is 
spent on data cleansing, manipulation and review.   

In terms of efficiencies, as discussed above, it is clear that the lessons learnt through DLL 
have gone on to be used in wider parts of NE to an extent. This has led to efficiencies in 
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project development, communications, as well as showcasing a more streamlined, faster 
approach to data collection, storage and analysis. The lessons from this evaluation 
framework, which underpins this evaluation, can also support efficiencies in developing 
evaluation frameworks for other projects within other teams in NE.  

However, insights from Table 40 demonstrate the need for DLL to communicate the 
lessons learnt to wider teams in NE, not just those who share similar objectives (such as 
SCS). DLL lessons (such as evidence gathering, data aspects, project development, 
governance and risk) can be used across a variety of teams and projects within NE and 
not just used by those which show alignment in objectives. To achieve this, DLL should 
broaden its communication and collaboration efforts across teams within NE, to enhance 
greater efficiency and shared learning. 

Please refer to the glossary of terms at the back of this report to understand the terms that 
are asterisked in Table 40 below.  

Table 40 Lessons learnt from DLL that have been used within wider NE, split into 
distinct categories. 

Topic DLL Lesson 
Learnt 

How this has 
been used in 
wider Natural 
England 

How this has led 
to resource 
efficiencies 

Strategic 
planning  

DLL developed 
area strategies 
aligned with the 
DLL Framework  

Informed strategic 
licensing strategies 
for other species 
that other teams 
are working on 

Faster strategy 
development  

Data collection 
and metadata 

DLL store 
allocations data* 
from LPAs to 
inform strategies. 
DLL developed 
guidance 
documents on how 
to use the data.  

The Species 
Conservation 
Strategies (SCS) 
team in NE used 
the underlying 
methodology and 
templates from 
DLL to collect data 
relevant to their 
project.  

Faster project 
development   

 DLL created a 
metadata 
catalogue to 
manage data 

The Data Services 
Team in NE 
promote this as a 
project approach 

Allows a more 
efficient review of 
datasets and data 
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Topic DLL Lesson 
Learnt 

How this has 
been used in 
wider Natural 
England 

How this has led 
to resource 
efficiencies 

licence information 
and Local Record 
Centre data  

for storing 
incoming and 
outgoing metadata 
and licence 
information.  

licence expiry 
dates  

 DLL and the HDBs 
recently started 
using ArcGIS 
Survey123, with 
lessons learnt 
during the set up  

DLL showcased 
this way of working 
to other NE teams 
(e.g. 30by30 – 
delivering an 
international 
commitment to 
protect 30% of the 
UK’s land and sea 
for Nature by 
2030), to 
encourage this way 
of working   

Less time 
manipulating and 
cleaning data from 
other stakeholders  

Modelling  Developed a 
template tool and 
map that is sent to 
customers 
following the 
Impact 
Assessment 
calculations*.  

The water vole 
Impact 
Assessment Tool* 
(IAT), worked on 
by the SCS team, 
was designed 
differently to the 
one used under 
DLL but applied 
similar underlying 
methodology.   

Timesaving, to an 
extent, during the 
development of the 
IAT.  

 Worked with 
wildlife trusts and 
ecologists to 
decide on the 
approach to use for 
Risk Zone Mapping 
and Strategic 

Although the Risk 
Zone Mapping and 
SOA mapping is 
different for each 
species, lessons 
from DLL helped 
develop 
methodologies for 

Timesaving, to an 
extent, during the 
development of the 
mapping 
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Topic DLL Lesson 
Learnt 

How this has 
been used in 
wider Natural 
England 

How this has led 
to resource 
efficiencies 

Opportunity (SOA) 
Maps  

other species, 
under the work of 
the SCS team.  

Communications DLL developed a 
new ‘Comms 
Strategy’, including 
essential 
information on 
internal and 
external 
communication 

Other teams within 
NE have used the 
DLL Comms 
Strategy to inform 
their own work  

Efficiencies in 
internal and 
external 
communications  

Monitoring and 
Evaluation 

The DLL team 
have adopted a 
new Monitoring 
and Evaluation 
Framework 

Informs the 
frameworks that 
other teams are 
developing   

Efficiencies in the 
development of 
Evaluation and 
Monitoring 
Frameworks  
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5. Conclusions and recommendations  
This evaluation indicates that DLL is contributing positively to working towards the 
achievement of FCS for GCN. Outcomes include no loss of GCN range, potential overall 
increase in GCN distribution (based on available suitable habitat), and overall increase in 
area of suitable habitat and population. A high proportion of compensation ponds are 
assessed as good or excellent suitability for GCN, and the long-term management of 
ponds is more favourable, compared to other licensing approaches. There has been a net 
increase in ponds, and a net increase in occupied ponds, as a result of the scheme.  

DLL is providing efficiency and effectiveness improvements for developers, LPAs and NE. 
DLL has more efficient licence turnaround times and a higher uptake by developers, 
compared to standard mitigation licensing. Developers value the certainty and timesaving 
benefits of DLL, but have concerns about costs. LPAs mirror these views on timesaving 
and certainty, and found DLL’s strategic resources (such as Risk Zones maps) more 
useful than those offered under mitigation licensing. Financially, DLL’s income over five-
years has covered short-term operations and long-term obligations. The scheme has 
adapted to improve delivery and collaboration across NE. Stakeholder feedback indicates 
that relationships with NE have strengthened over time, whilst highlighting areas for 
improvement.  

It is recommended that improvements in how data is analysed are explored, for future five-
year evaluations, including whether it is possible to: 

• Better assess the likely effect of DLL alone, on the FCS parameters of GCN range, 
distribution and suitable habitat, 

• Test assumptions that apparent loss in GCN distribution or area of suitable habitat 
in a minority of scheme areas, are due to changes to the OS pond data, or unique 
characteristics of an area (and not as a result of DLL), 

• Include analysis of third-party baseline data for the Kent scheme area, for EQ1.2 
Has there been an increase in connectivity of great crested newt habitats? Carry 
out further analysis for all scheme areas with the increased data points gained in 
the coming years, or consider whether connectivity could be investigated another 
way. 

• Identify characteristics of ponds or scheme areas which may result in increased 
occupancy, exploring potential links with other parameters, such as connectivity of 
ponds. 

• Amend evaluation questions, to ensure that relevant criteria can be directly 
compared (e.g. there were difficulties in this evaluation in comparing specific 
aspects of DLL with standard mitigation licensing).   

• Rephrase specific developer LPA and stakeholder survey questions, to clarify the 
information sought, to ensure accurate responses are provided.  

Following the feedback from the Developer Feedback Questionnaire, LPA Survey and 
Stakeholder Survey, a number of improvements to the operations of the DLL scheme are 
required, and these are listed below:  
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• NE to develop a standardised approach for licence returns associated with A14 
licences, along with robust compliance measures to ensure that relevant 
information is consistently submitted to NE in future years, to aid future analysis.  

• Improve the transparency of information regarding the costs and calculations of 
DLL, to support customers in weighing up licensing options before applying.  

• Better explain the purpose of the DLL conservation payment to customers, and the 
role this plays in supporting landscape-scale conservation outcomes.  

• Further engagement with customers is required to better understand the barriers 
preventing the use of ‘freed up’ land for additional development. 

• Improve engagement and communications across all departments within LPAs, to 
improve awareness of the DLL strategic resources.  

• Ongoing engagement with LPAs, is required to assess the effectiveness of DLL 
contributions toward LNRS targets.  

• Improved communication with LPAs regarding licence breaches is required, to 
ensure LPAs can flag any breach to NE earlier in the process.  

• As other strategic initiatives (LNRS, BNG etc.) progress, ongoing collaboration 
across NE is required to ensure joined up working.  

• Perceptions of stakeholders highlight a number of improvements required under 
DLL, relating to clarifying the interaction between DLL and BNG, being more 
transparent in scheme outcomes, and ensuring effective handovers when there is a 
change in staff.   

• To further promote DLL lessons learnt to other teams in wider NE to improve 
resource efficiencies within the organisation.  
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Glossary 
Term  Meaning used in this document  

Allocations data Development data provided by LPAs, 
used to inform a strategy-level impact 
assessment (a prediction of potential 
impacts to GCN across a scheme area) 

Annual Monitoring Report (AMR) Released annually and provide the DLL 
monitoring information from the preceding 
financial year, reporting on ecological, 
administrative and license record data, to 
feed into the larger Five-Year Evaluation 
for the DLL NE-led scheme.  

ArcGIS Online (AGOL) A web-based mapping platform developed 
by Esri (Environmental Systems Research 
Institute) that allows users to create, 
manage and share spatial data through a 
web browser. 

ArcGIS Pro A desktop-based application developed by 
Esri (Environmental Systems Research 
Institute), for mapping, analysis and data 
management.  

ArcGIS FieldMaps Data collection app used by surveyors on 
subsequent site visits to ponds. 

ArcGIS Survey123 Data collection app used by surveyors 
during initial pond site visits. Each new 
compensation pond is registered and 
assigned a unique ID. 

Background Occupancy  The likelihood that a species is present in 
an area, independent of any conservation 
measures 

Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) An approach to ensure development has 
a measurably positive impact (‘net gain’) 
on biodiversity, compared to what was 
there before.  
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Compensation pond  Habitat created or restored in advance of 
development, to support GCN, within 
targeted Strategic Opportunity Areas 
(SOAs).  

Conservation Payment Cost to applicant set out in the IACPC. 
Dependent upon the number of ponds 
impacted and the risk zone ponds are 
located within (and therefore the number 
of compensation ponds required to off-set 
impacts). 

 Developer Customers who make an enquiry or 
application through DLL, such as 
housebuilders, and utility and transport 
infrastructure operators. 

Developer Feedback Questionnaire  A structured survey to gather insights from 
DLL customers regarding their perception, 
experiences and satisfaction with the NE-
led DLL scheme.  

Distribution The number of monads (1km grid 
squares) that contain suitable habitat for 
GCN 

District Licensing (DL)  A strategic licensing scheme for GCN 
operated by NatureSpace Partnership and 
regulated by Natural England. 

District Level Licensing (DLL) A Natural England-led scheme taking a 
landscape-scale approach to GCN 
licensing, targeting habitat creation and 
restoration where it will be of most benefit 
to the species.  

DLL/DL Provider Natural England, NatureSpace 
Partnership, Local Planning Authorities, or 
other organisations who implement a 
DLL/DL scheme. 

DLL Steering Groups  Group of stakeholders which meet 
biannually to oversee the delivery of 
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compensation ponds in each DLL scheme 
area 

Environmental DNA (eDNA) The genetic material released into the 
environment by living organisms.  

Enquiry Fee A fixed fee to developers which covers the 
processing of an enquiry 

Evaluation  A point-in-time assessment typically to 
assess the achievement of the high-level 
objectives of a programme. 

Favourable Conservation Status 
(FCS) 

The status of GCN Range and 
Distribution, Population and Habitat, and 
whether these are considered to be in a 
“favourable” state. 

One of three tests which must be satisfied 
before a licence to impact GCN can be 
granted. 

Five-Year Evaluation Draws on the data from the preceding 
DLL Annual Monitoring Reports, detailed 
reviews of individual scheme areas and 
from additional data collection, to provide 
a national level overview of the NE-led 
DLL scheme. 

Full-Time Equivalent (FTE)  A unit of measurement that is 
standardised to equal the number of hours 
worked by the typical full-time employee 
(37 hours). 

Further Information Request (FIR) Further information requested from an 
applicant, if enquiry information is 
incomplete or licensing tests not 
satisfactory 

Habitat Delivery Body (HDB) Not-for profit organisations which create, 
restore, monitor and maintain the DLL 
ponds. 
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Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) A numerical scoring system to determine 
habitat suitability. In this case, it is 
evaluating the general suitability of a 
pond, as a potential habitat for GCN. 

Hectad A 10km grid square (a 10km x 10km area) 

Impact Assessment calculations Calculations made by the IAT, to estimate 
the number of ponds potentially ‘lost’ at 
development sites (and impacted within 
250m of the boundary) 

Impact Assessment Tool (IAT) A mapping tool which calculates the 
number of ponds potentially ‘lost’ at 
development sites (and impacted within 
250m of the boundary), at a strategy or 
site level 

Impact Assessment and 
Conservation Payment Certificate 
(IACPC) 

The certificate issued by Natural England 
that is signed and countersigned to 
confirm acceptance of a development for 
licence through DLL. 

Landowner agreement  An agreement with landowners who offer 
land for the creation/restoration of ponds, 
allowing Natural England to have periodic 
access to the ponds for 25-years of future 
monitoring and maintenance.  

Licence Fee A fixed fee to applicants to cover the issue 
of a licence 

Licence modification Refers to a change or amendment to an 
existing licence  

Licence renewal Renewing a licence after the initial or 
previous term has expired. This term is 
only relevant for DLL licences.  

Licence issue  The process of a licence being granted to 
a customer, authorising them to carry out 
specific activities under defined terms and 
conditions of the licence.  
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Licence uptake The extent to which customers (e.g. 
developers) choose to apply for and 
obtain a licence under DLL or traditional 
mitigation licensing.  

Local Development Plans  Statutory, strategic documents prepared 
by LPAs which set their policies and 
proposals for land use and development. 

Local Nature Recovery Strategies 
(LNRS) 

Spatial strategies with a purpose to 
identify local priorities for nature recovery 
to guide strategic habitat networks and 
landscape-scale conservation. 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs)  A local government body, usually a 
district, borough, or unitary council, 
responsible for controlling development in 
a specific area 

Local Planning Authority (LPA) 
Survey  

A structured survey to gather insights from 
the LPAs involved in the DLL scheme, 
aiming to understand their perceptions, 
experiences and satisfaction with the NE-
led DLL scheme. 

Lost pond A pond considered functionally lost to 
licensed development and unlikely to be 
used by GCN following development. 
Includes any pond which is destroyed 
entirely or is degraded/ isolated to such an 
extent that GCN would be unlikely to use 
it. Ponds within the boundary of a 
development are always considered 
functionally lost. 

Low Impact Class Licence (LICL) for 
GCN 

A licence that allows registered 
consultants to register sites beneath a set 
of standard conditions. Used to allow low-
risk works that are either temporary or do 
not impact GCN breeding habitat. 

Masterplans for developments  A spatial framework, often developed 
collaboratively between LPAs, developers, 
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and other stakeholders, that guide the 
detailed design, layout and delivery for a 
major development or a regeneration 
area. 

Mean Also called the ‘average’, is the sum of all 
the numbers in a set, divided by the 
number of values in a set.  

Median The middle value in a dataset that has 
been ordered from smallest to largest. 

Monad A 1km square (a 1km x 1km area) 

Monitoring  The ongoing collection of project or 
programme data, to fulfil a defined 
purpose. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Framework  

A document which describes the 
evaluation of the high-level outcomes of 
the DLL scheme, including evaluation 
questions. 

NatureSpace Partnership (NSP) A third-party provider of strategic licensing 
for GCN.  

Neighbourhood plans  Community-led planning documents that 
set out policies for development and land 
use within the neighbourhood area. Once 
adopted, Neighbourhood Plans have a 
statutory status and are used alongside 
the Local Plan in planning decisions.   

Net increase A measurable overall increase (after loss). 

New licence  The initial DLL licence that is obtained by 
a development 

Occupancy  Whether GCN have been present in a 
pond 
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Organisational licence Under DLL, a licence held by an 
organisation (such as an LPA) to deliver a 
DLL scheme themselves. 

Overhead costs (indirect and direct) Expenses that are required to support 
operational activities that are not directly 
related to the service 

Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR)  A laboratory technique for making many 
copies of a specific segment of DNA. 

Population  An FCS parameter. The number of high-
quality breeding ponds (number of ponds 
within occupied habitat with an HSI score 
>0.7) 

Purpose and No Satisfactory 
Alternative (NSA) tests  

Two of three (along with FCS) legal tests 
that must be met before a licence can be 
granted for activities affecting European 
Protected Species (EPS). 

Range The number of occupied hectads (10km 
grid squares) 

Regional or pan-regional 
plans/strategies  

Spatial plans/strategies that could be 
informed by the DLL resources. 
Plans/strategies include those associated 
with Local Nature Recovery Strategies, 
Green Infrastructure, and transport etc. 

Resubmission  The resubmission of a previous licence 
application following the issue of a Further 
Information Request (FIR). 
Resubmissions are required when an 
initial application is not deemed adequate 
and not resolvable through amendments 
to the current application. 

Risk Zone Mapping  Mapped areas that indicate likely impact 
of development on great crested newts. 
They are used in the calculation of 
compensation and eligibility to enter DLL. 
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Scheme Area  An area of England where DLL is currently 
operating under a strategy.  

Self-funding Covering the costs of a project using 
one’s own financial resources without 
relying on external funding sources.  

SharePoint Online (SPOL) An application platform used for document 
storage and management 

Species Conservation Strategies 
(SCS) 

A mechanism under the Environment Act 
2021 to improve the conservation status 
of target species.  

Species Distribution Model (SDM) A geospatial analysis approach to 
estimating GCN distribution and habitat. 

Stakeholder Survey A structured survey to gather insights from 
the stakeholders involved in the DLL 
scheme, aiming to understand their 
perceptions, experiences and satisfaction 
with the NE-led DLL scheme. 

Standard Mitigation Licensing for 
GCN 

An individual licence issued to a specific 
site where high-risk impacts are proposed 
that would have significant impact on the 
Favourable Conservation Status of GCN. 

Strategic Opportunity Areas (SOAs) Mapped areas identified as having 
potential for new ponds to be colonised by 
great crested newt ponds. 

Strategy Strategies for each 'scheme area' are 
developed through assessing the impacts 
of proposed developments on the 
distribution and colonisation of GCN and 
outline any specific compensation 
requirements.  

Strategy Rules  Scheme delivery principles designed to 
avoid detrimental impact to GCN FCS 
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Suitable habitat Habitat suitable for GCN. An FCS 
parameter 

Supplementary Planning Documents 
(SPDs) 

Non-statutory documents, that include 
more detailed advice or guidance on 
specific policies in the Local Plan, but do 
not introduce new policies. 

Traditional Mitigation Licensing  In this report, this term refers to both A14 
and CL33 licences  

Theory of Change (ToC) Identifies the desired ‘impact’ of the DLL 
scheme and maps out how activities and 
inputs, via the realistic outputs of the 
activities, might lead to the desired goals 
and objectives being achieved  

Turnaround time   In the context of this report, it is the time 
taken from the date that a licence 
application is received by NE, to the date 
that the licence is issued. 
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Appendix 1: Habitat Creation and Restoration 
Guidance - District Level Licensing for great crested 
newts   

   
Habitat Creation and Restoration Guidance - District Level Licensing for great 
crested newts   
   
Delivering habitat compensation through pond creation and restoration   
Optimal habitat can be delivered through a combination of creating new ponds and 
restoring existing ponds.  Only ponds which are currently unsuitable for great crested 
newts (GCNs) are eligible for restoration under District Level Licensing (see ‘Restoring 
Suitable Ponds’ below).  Pond creation/restoration will be targeted within Strategic 
Opportunity Areas (SOAs) which will maximise their potential for colonisation by GCNs.    
   
Characteristics of ponds suitable to support GCN   
 
GCNs prefer small to medium sized breeding ponds, with smaller ponds especially used 
where they occur in clusters. Breeding ponds should support aquatic vegetation for 
egg laying, but there should be open, less vegetated areas within the pond to allow adult 
males to display in clear view of females. In addition, ponds that lack significant shade on 
the southern margin are preferred.    
   
Ponds will be created/ restored to achieve the following characteristics:   

• Surface area between 150m2 and 1000m2;   
• Maximum central depth of 1m (exceptionally up to 2.5m for the largest ponds);    
• Variable bank gradients of 1:10, or ideally 1:20;     
• A range of depths across the pond;   
• Occasional drying out is not a problem, however the pond must hold water 

throughout at least one summer in every three years;   
• Substantial cover of submerged and marginal vegetation (about 66% submerged 

plant cover and 25% to 50% emergent/floating vegetation cover);    
• Areas of open water to facilitate courtship behaviour;   
• Located in areas of good quality terrestrial habitat;   
• Terrestrial buffer zone of at least 3m around each pond (see below);   
• Abundance of invertebrate prey;   
• Ponds in clusters (within 250m generally), rather than in isolation;   
• Absence of shading on the south side;   
• Absence of fish;   
• Absence or low density of waterfowl;   
• Good water quality, with negligible run-off from agriculture and roads.    

   
Buffer zones    
 
Terrestrial buffer zones of at least three metres are required around both created and 
restored ponds. In addition, suitable habitat such as woodland, hedgerows or rough 
grassland must be present within close proximity (approx.50m) to ponds. Connectivity 
features must be present between the pond and suitable habitat to allow GCN to move 
freely and safely through the landscape. Defunct hedgerows should rarely be considered 
suitable connecting features but wide, intact hedgerows may be considered suitable.    
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The buffer must be expanded where there is a risk of nutrient run-off and/ or where a 
larger buffer is required to provide habitat features not present in close proximity to the 
pond.  Where not directly adjacent to suitable terrestrial habitat, an additional grassland 
margin (ideally at least 10m) should be allowed to establish around the pond.  A mosaic of 
habitats should be allowed to develop within the buffer around ponds, including a 
proportion of scrub and diverse grassland with tall grasses. Buffers zones will: 
    

i.Ensure suitable terrestrial habitat surrounds every pond (to increase the 
suitability of each pond for GCNs and encourage colonisation);   

ii.Buffer and reduce nutrient run-off to each pond (an important consideration, 
especially where ponds are sited within arable farmland);   

iii. Be expected to contain at least two GCN hibernacula comprising combinations 
of piles of uncontaminated rubble, rocks, logs and pond arisings that include 
plenty of fissures within the sediment.  Such features must be created 
following appropriate guidelines, for example the Great Crested Newt Mitigation 
Guidelines (English Nature, 2001).    

   
Buffer zones must be fenced if ponds are in areas subject to one of the following:  
   

i)  Heavy grazing (to avoid the impacts of uncontrolled grazing or poaching by 
livestock.  Light grazing is acceptable and can be the optimum management for   
GCN ponds);    

ii)        Public access or likely impacts by dogs;   
iii)  Potential encroachment from agricultural practises (fencing demarcates each 

pond and its buffer to avoid cultivation up to pond banks).   
   
The Habitat Delivery Body will make an evidence-based decision on whether to fence the 
buffer zone subsequent to discussing the aforementioned with the landowner.  This will 
consider both current land use and also potential for future change in use which 
may impact requirements.   
   
Where to create or restore ponds   
 
Ponds must be located where they can be quickly colonised by GCN and with good 
connective features to enable this.  Ponds must be located within 250m (if in a core zone) 
or 500m (if in a fringe zone) of each other, or of an existing pond, with no barriers to 
prevent GCN dispersing between the ponds. Barriers can include major roads, rivers, 
canals, or built up areas without gardens/green space.  Creation and restoration of ponds 
must be targeted within SOAs, and a review of existing GCN records can inform the 
targeting of ponds in close proximity to known populations.      
   
Ponds must be created/restored within areas of existing good quality terrestrial habitat e.g. 
woodlands, hedgerows, scrub or rough grassland.  High levels of human or animal 
disturbance, agricultural or road run-off and significant shading from surrounding trees 
must be avoided. Light grazing can be beneficial, as it can prevent trees and dense 
emergent vegetation invading and shading the pond. However, grazing must be 
closely monitored to prevent overgrazing of surrounding terrestrial habitat, livestock stirring 
up sediments, increasing nutrient loads, preventing macrophyte growth and disturbing 
breeding GCN. Public access is best avoided, as it increases the risk of introduction of 
unwanted species, in particular fish, which are a significant threat.  Areas which flood 
should also be avoided as this risks the introduction of fish to the pond.   
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Ponds will be created/restored in close proximity to existing ponds and will therefore likely 
be colonized quickly by aquatic vegetation.  Plants or any other species should not be 
introduced to ponds as this risks the arrival of invasive species.  Non-native plants and fish 
must not be introduced to ponds and use of ponds by wildfowl must not be encouraged by 
feeding etc.       
   
Ponds creates or restored on/ near Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), Special 
Protection Areas (SPA) or Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) must receive necessary 
consents and/ or be subject to Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) screening where 
necessary.    
   
The SOAs identified for delivery of compensation ponds exclude and buffer all European 
sites: SACs and Ramsar sites are buffered by 100m and SPAs are buffered by 500m. 
These buffers demarcate the zones of influence for the protected sites. No pond 
compensation works will occur on these protected sites, or within their buffers, unless in 
exceptional circumstance (see above).   
   
Creating new ponds   
 
Pond creation should be undertaken in areas where ground conditions are suitable to hold 
water and where ponds will not receive polluted run-off.  Ponds filled by rain or ground 
water are preferable and test holes may be used to determine the potential of a site to hold 
water.  Ponds should be designed to have gently sloping sides, an irregular shape and a 
range of depths.   
    
Excavation of spoil may be undertaken via use of a tracked 360 excavator or similar and 
the base and sides of the pond should be left with a rough surface following 
excavation.  The subsoil arising from digging new ponds can be used to level up pond 
edges on sloping ground. Where the pond is reliant on surface water to remain wet, any 
spoil mounds must allow surface water to flow into and fill the pond. Any spoil must be 
carefully placed to avoid subsidence and sediment run-off into the pond.    
   
Excess spoil may be combined with other materials such as clean rubble to create shelter/ 
hibernation sites for GCN, with cracks, fissures and, in time, small mammal burrows and a 
habitat mosaic. Topsoil must not be added to, or placed at the edge of ponds or their 
banks to avoid compromising water quality.      
   
Where ponds are created in areas with public access, a sloping profile which avoids any 
sudden changes in depth is recommended.  However, it is advisable to prevent or 
constrain public access to ponds (see Pond Creation Toolkit – reference at end).   
   
Pond creation can be undertaken at any time of year but particular care must be taken to 
avoid impacts on protected species. For example in many situations pond creation may be 
most suitable in spring/ summer when the land is drier for access and great crested newts 
are likely to be in nearby ponds. However, each situation will have its own constraints and 
therefore timings and methods of works should be considered on a case by case basis.      
   
Pond creation works must not be undertaken in areas which support invasive non-native 
plant species. Works must avoid impacting protected habitats and species, or those listed 
under Section 41 of the NERC Act 2006 (Priority species & habitats).   
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Restoring existing ponds   
   
Selecting ponds for restoration   
Overgrown and silted-up ponds that are no longer suitable for GCN are eligible to be 
restored. Ponds eligible for restoration must:   
 

• NOT currently be suitable to support GCN;   
• Be either overgrown with scrub and trees, or;   
• Be entirely dominated by plants such as reedmace Typha latifolia and common 

reed Phragmites australis with no or minimal water;   
• Have a base of thick black anaerobic sediment covered by no or minimal water;   
• Be located close to existing suitable terrestrial habitat;   
• NOT be fed by pipes and ditches that drain arable fields. In this respect spring-fed 

ponds with no inflows, or ponds fed by ditches that drain non-improved meadow 
land or woodland are ideal;   

• NOT support highly valuable trees or protected/ priority habitats or species; 
• NOT support invasive non-native species.   

   
Silted-up ponds may no longer be obvious and may be entirely dominated by scrub or 
trees growing within and around them. Those with black anaerobic sediment may be 
covered by a layer of leaf litter and dead tree branches. A thorough investigation of a pond 
is necessary before restoration so that any works avoid the destruction of valuable trees 
and interesting plant communities.  For example, a pond with mature oak or elm trees on 
its south side is highly unsuitable for restoration. Where it is suitable to fell trees, a check 
to ensure they are not subject to a tree preservation order should be made. The overall 
strategic aim in selecting ponds to restore is to have a landscape of ponds that are at 
different successional stages including open ponds with few trees and lots of aquatic 
plants, some more overgrown ponds and some ponds in-between. Thus not all ponds 
should be restored within a landscape.   
   
Undertaking restoration works   
 
The optimal timing for pond restoration is between the start of September and the end of   
January as this period avoids the breeding seasons for amphibians and scrub nesting 
birds. September and October are the ideal pond restoration months due to low water 
levels and dry ground conditions that allow ease of working. Ponds restored earlier in the 
autumn also benefit from subsequent rain over the winter, which re-fills the pond. Another 
consideration with regards to the timing of restoration works is to minimise impact on 
surrounding farmland. Close and thorough liaison with the landowner and farmer will 
ensure works are undertaken at the most appropriate time. Key considerations for different 
stages of the pond restoration process are given below:   
   

• Tree and scrub removal - Ideally trees and scrub should be cleared from the south 
and west sides of a pond with some tree and scrub cover left to the north and east. 
This mimics old pond management practices and allows a newly restored pond to 
receive sunlight, thus stimulating the growth of aquatic plants. Exceptions should be 
made to this rule, however, where the north side of a pond is an existing hedge, or 
where this approach would damage existing high-quality habitats. Mature oaks and 
other valuable trees and important plants should not be removed. Do not pull 
out tree stumps that are embedded in the slopes that make up the banks of the 
pond. This destroys the banks and exposes subsoil. Do not remove all trees and 
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scrub from the pond.  In particular it is desirable to leave some patches of scrub 
such as bramble which provides good cover and foraging habitat next to ponds. 
The use of herbicides to control aquatic plants and bankside vegetation will only be 
allowed in exceptional circumstances and with prior approval.   
   

• Tree and scrub disposal - Piles of brash and larger cut wood pieces should 
be retained on site to provide cover and over-wintering habitat for amphibians.   

   
• Sediment removal - removal of sediment from a pond is necessary if the pond bed 

is dominated by organic sediments (e.g. rotting leaves) making it inhospitable to 
aquatic plants. Sediment can be removed using a tracked 360 excavator or similar. 
To have a major beneficial effect, aim to remove sediment from at least 1/3 to 2/3 of 
the pond’s area. Avoid removal of underlying clay and do not cut deeper into the 
bed or banks of the pond or change the natural dimensions of the pond. Note that 
many ponds are very old and so need to be treated as valuable historic features. It 
is good practice to contact your local Historic Monuments officer prior to restoration 
to check for any known archaeological interest at your pond site. Excavated 
surfaces should be left rough which improves plant colonisation. If silt layers rich in 
plant debris and/or water snails are revealed this is often a good time to stop as it 
means that old seedbanks have been located – the seeds of many aquatic plant 
species will still be alive and can often bring important species back into the ponds, 
especially stoneworts and pondweeds.   
   

• Sediment disposal - The ideal place to put the sediment is on a nearby field where 
it can be subsequently spread (but will not lead to nutrient enrichment/ 
sedimentation of the pond). Dredgings and spoil must not be used to fill in or level 
adjacent wet areas or be placed on top of any areas of archaeological or ecological 
importance such as agri-environment margins, or wildflower-rich areas. Before 
disposing of silt excavated from ponds please refer to ‘Waste exemption: U10 
spreading waste to benefit agricultural land’ on the www.gov.uk website.    

   
Note: For further guidance on the restoration of lowland farmland ponds based on 
University College London research please refer to the ‘Restoring Norfolk Ponds’ guidance 
leaflet on the Norfolk Ponds Project website. In addition, to help judge whether a pond is 
suitable for restoration, please refer to the ‘Restoring Ponds decision tree’ on 
the Freshwater Habitats Trust’s Flagship Ponds website.    

   
Other considerations for pond restoration/creation works   
 
Pond creation/ restoration must avoid damage to existing priority habitats/ species. 
Existing habitats should be enhanced and not replaced by the creation of new ponds and 
impacts may be reduced by locating ponds within large single species stands or uniform 
habitats.    
   
Habitat creation or enhancement for GCN does not override other environmental 
legislation, and due care must be exercised in order to avoid breaching legislation 
or impacting protected or priority species and habitats during works. This may mean using 
reasonable avoidance measures, sensitive working practices or re-designing the scheme. 
Further advice as to the likely presence/ absence of protected or priority species and 
mitigation/ licencing requirements should be sought if required.       
   

http://www.gov.uk/
http://www.gov.uk/
http://www.norfolkfwag.co.uk/norfolk-ponds-project/
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Works which may result in adverse impacts on archaeological sites, historic features or 
designated landscapes must not be undertaken without prior consultation with a relevant 
specialist.     
   
Careful consideration should be given to ensure run-off of silt or other pollutants does not 
occur as a result of the proposed works, including from any spoil deposits.    
   
Be aware that permissions from various bodies may be required before ponds can be 
created, for example:   
 

• Environment Agency – please consult if the site is within close proximity to a main 
river, drain or floodplain, and/or if a waste transfer note (licence) is needed to 
remove spoil from the site.    

• Natural England and/ or Rural Payments Agency – It is possible for a pond to be 
sited on land that is in an Agri-Environment Scheme (Countryside Stewardship or 
Environmental Stewardship Schemes) or on land within the Basic Payment 
Scheme. However, it remains the responsibility of the Agreement holder to check 
what effect, if any, pond creation/ restoration may have on their schemes.    

• Do not allow land under an environmental agreement to be levelled, infilled, used 
for the storage or dumping of materials or used by motor vehicles or machinery 
(except where necessary for the management of the land), if this is likely to cause 
long-term damage from rutting or compaction of the soil, or otherwise damage 
areas being managed under the scheme.   

• A check may also be required in relation to Basic Payment Scheme claims and 
ineligible areas.   

• Planning authorities – enquire with the local planning authority as planning 
permission may be required for new ponds.    

• AONB’s – Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and landscape character should be 
considered with further consultation undertaken if required.     

• Utility providers - An inspection for the presence of overhead and buried services 
such as cables or pipelines should be undertaken to ensure these are not 
be impacted as part of the proposed works. A further check with the relevant 
providers should be undertaken if there is any doubt.   

   
  Further information  
 
For further advice on pond creation and restoration, please refer to:   

• The website of the UCL Pond Restoration Research Group 
- https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research    

• Froglife’s GCN Conservation Handbook 
– http://www.froglife.org/wphttp://www.froglife.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-
Handbook_compressed.pdfcontent/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-
Handbook_compressed.pdf.  In particular Table 1 Pond restoration and 
construction: some common factors to consider may be useful to review when 
planning pond works.    

• ARC’s Amphibian Habitat Management Handbook – https://www.arc-
trust.org/habitathttps://www.arc-trust.org/habitat-management-
handbooksmanagement-handbooks   

• Pond creation toolkit - https://freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/projects/million-
ponds/pondhttps://freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/projects/million-ponds/pond-creation-
toolkit/creation-toolkit/    

https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/research-centres/pond-restoration-research
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
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http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
http://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/GCN-Conservation-Handbook_compressed.pdf
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Appendix 2: Theory of Change (ToC) diagram  
District Level Licensing - Summary ToC Diagram (see text for description of connectivity)
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Appendix 3a: GCN Indicator Table (deviation from original recommendations is 
noted where applicable, with further explanation in the last column) 
To what extent has DLL made a net contribution to the range, population and habitat of great crested newts, locally and 
nationally, as a contribution to FCS? (EQ1.1) 

Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

1.1.1 What has been the 
contribution of DLL to 
great crested newt 
range? 

Change in number of 
10 km grid squares 
that contain at least 
one 1 km (naïve) 
occupied square (at 
local and national 
level) 

(a) 
(Re)Modelling 
and, 

1. (b) Review of 
species 
distribution 
monitoring data 
[1], 

2. on number of 
10 km squares 
with 
occupancy in 
one 1 km 
square, for 
aquatic habitat 
gained and lost 

DLL licence 
applications; 
DLL provider 
records; survey 
and sentinel 
monitoring 

Baseline 
calculated 
during modelling 
at the start of the 
Area/Regional 
strategy 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

under DLL (see 
discussion of 
modelling) 

1.1.2 Has there been an 
expansion in the 
distribution of great 
crested newt? 

% Change in number 
of 1 km squares with 
suitable habitat, where 
habitat change is due 
to DLL 

Review of 
contribution of 
DLL to suitable 
aquatic and 
terrestrial habitat 
(km2) using (a) 
re-modelling 
(incorporating 
landscape 
features) and, 

(b)   review of 
DLL provider 
data. 

(Re) 
Modelling based 
on survey and 
monitoring data 

Baseline 
calculated 
during modelling 
at the start of the 
Area/Regional 
strategy 

 

1.1.3 What has been the 
contribution of DLL to 
great crested newt 
population? 

Original: Net gain in 
ponds – compensation 
ponds created or 
restored minus ponds 
lost. 

(a) 
(Re)Modelling 
and, 

(b) Review of 
monitoring data 

DLL provider 
pond monitoring 
data (eDNA and 
HSI surveys); 
sentinel 
monitoring data; 

n/a Sentinel monitoring 
has not been carried 
out in all NE DLL 
scheme areas. 
Population surveys 
are optional and not 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

This evaluation: 
Number of 
compensation ponds 
created/restored. 

Net gain in ponds as a 
result of licensed 
developments 
(compensation ponds 
created or restored 
minus ponds lost). 

Net gain in occupied 
ponds 

(number of 
ponds with 
favourable 
conditions for 
great crested 
newt (as derived 
from HSI values) 
provided by 
DLL), 

Ponds lost 
calculated as (1) 
assumed (NE), 
(2) calculated as 
partially lost 
based on a 
sliding scale 
taking into 
account 
functional or 
operational loss. 
(all DLL 
Provider) 

national 
surveillance 
data; 

population size 
class 
assessment 
surveys; 
external review 
of climate 
impacts 

yet carried out under 
NE DLL. 
Compensation pond 
and monitoring data 
has been used, along 
with impact 
assessment data for 
licensed 
developments. 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

 % DLL pond 
occupancy compared 
to background naïve 
occupancy levels 

Pond occupancy 
recorded as true 
if eDNA returns 
positive, 
HSI>=0.7, or 
eDNA positive 
and HSI >=0.7 

 Baseline 
occupancy 
assumed from 
sentinel 
monitoring data 
at start of 
Area/Regional 
strategy, or at 
point of review. 

 

 (optional) Count and % 
of population size 
classes 

(Optional) 
Analysis of data 
from population 
size class 
assessments 
using subset of 
ponds from 
compensatory 
and control 
habitat 

 Compared to 
sentinel 
monitoring data 

This is an optional 
question, and 
population survey has 
not yet been carried 
out under NE DLL 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

 (optional) Count and % 
of breeding ponds 

(Optionally) 
Analysis of 
breeding ponds 
through egg 
searches 

 Compared to 
sentinel 
monitoring data 

This is an optional 
question, and egg 
searches have not yet 
been consistently 
carried out under NE 
DLL; only carried out 
ad-hoc by some 
habitat delivery 
bodies (HDBs), on 
some ponds, and 
therefore there is not 
enough data for 
analysis 

  Analysis of 
contextual 
information 
(including pond 
desiccation) 

  This data was 
inconsistent and 
analysis would have 
been difficult and time 
consuming. Using 
new data systems, 
consideration of this 
question may be 
more practical to do 
at the next evaluation. 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

At which point, ponds 
will be more mature 
and any analysis of 
contextual information 
potentially more 
meaningful. 

1.1.4 What has been the 
contribution of DLL to 
suitable great crested 
newt habitat? 

% Change in aquatic 
and terrestrial great 
crested newt habitat 
(km2) due to DLL; 

Review of 
contribution of 
DLL to suitable 
aquatic and 
terrestrial habitat 
(km2) using (a) 
re-modelling 
(incorporating 
landscape 
features) and, 

(b) review of 
DLL provider 
data. 

DLL Provider 
monitoring data; 
sentinel and 
survey data 

Baseline 
calculated 
during modelling 
at the start of the 
Area/Regional 
strategy 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

 Gains in aquatic and 
terrestrial GCN habitat 
as a result of DLL 

Baseline model 
and remodel 
(taken from four-
year reviews) 

Habitat 
lost/gained data 
(DLL licence 
applications, 
eDNA survey 
results / tracker 
data) 

Baseline 
calculated 
during modelling 
at the start of the 
Area/Regional 
strategy 

Re-modelling was 
used, as in the 
original method, but 
existing remodelling 
data from four-year 
reviews was used 
(rather than at the 
point of evaluation). 
Four-year reviews 
were carried out when 
due and so dated 
differently between 
areas. This allowed 
use of existing data, 
for a reasonably 
consistent time-period 
of four years since the 
launch of each 
scheme area. gains in 
terms of Ha are 
reported, along with 
change in percentage 
of suitable habitat. 



 

Page 158 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

 (optional) Number, % 
of DLL ponds within 
SOA (and core and 
fringe NE only) 

Review of 
location of DLL 
ponds against 
SOA mapping. 

 n/a  

1.2 Has there been an 
increase in connectivity 
of great crested newt 
habitats? 

Pond density of DLL 
ponds compared to 
baseline prior to launch 

Average HSI 
Factor 8 "pond 
count" in 
baseline surveys 
of existing ponds 
(2017 - 2019) 
compared to 
monitoring of 
DLL ponds 

Monitoring data Baseline 
surveys 

Analysis was carried 
out using Habitat 
Suitability Index (HSI) 
survey data and 
resource available. 
Connectivity had not 
been analysed at the 
four-year review 
remodelling. 
Remodelling may be 
an option for future 
evaluations. 

 Number, % of ponds 
connected with >=13 
ponds within 1km 
taking into account 
cost paths 

Re-modelling of 
(light) least cost 
paths analysis 
(Arc pro cost 
back function) - 
incorporating 

DLL provider 
records; 
sentinel survey; 
GI mapping; 
remote sensing 

Baseline 
calculated 
during modelling 
at the start of the 

As above 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

DLL pond and 
terrestrial habitat 
data and 
environment 
layers in GIS 
maps 

Area/Regional 
strategy 

 Original: Number, % of 
ponds with HSI pond 
count (13 ponds within 
1km range/ 4 ponds 
per km2 or greater) 
score of 3 or greater; 
% increase of ponds 
with HSI pond count 
score 3 or greater, 
compared to baseline. 

This evaluation: 
Average HSI Factor 8 
"pond count" in 
baseline surveys of 
existing ponds (2017 - 
2019) compared to 

Analysis of HSI 
pond 
connectivity 
component 
(Factor 8) from 
monitoring data 

DLL provider 
records; 
sentinel survey; 
GI mapping; 
remote sensing 

Compared to 
sentinel 
monitoring data 

Sentinel monitoring 
has not been carried 
out in all NE DLL 
scheme areas. 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

monitoring of DLL 
ponds 

1.3 Has there been an 
improvement in the 
security of long-term 
management of great 
crested newt habitats? 

Number of 25-year 
management 
agreements (with 
number of ponds and 
area covered by these 
agreements) 

Review of 
habitat delivery 
implementation 
data, including 
management 
agreements and 
implementation 
of management 
and 
maintenance 
plans 

Pond tracker 
records 

n/a All NE DLL ponds are 
under a 25-year 
agreement 

 Number of Landowner 
Agreements 

Count taken 
from pond data 
(not including 
agreements for 
ponds delivered) 

Pond tracker 
records 

n/a The number of 
landowner 
agreements is stated, 
but it is acknowledged 
that this figure in DLL 
data fluctuates as 
agreements become 
completed ponds. 
And therefore, the 
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Question Indicators Methods Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

figure at one time 
may not be 
meaningful. 

 Number and frequency 
of intervention efforts 
by HDB (e.g. clearance 
of detritus / cutting 
back of scrub on 
regular basis. 

E.g. clearance of 
detritus / cutting 
back of scrub on 
regular basis 

Pond tracker 
records 

n/a This data was 
inconsistent and 
analysis would have 
been difficult and time 
consuming. Using 
new data systems, 
consideration of this 
question may be 
more practical to do 
at the next evaluation. 
At which point, ponds 
will be more mature 
and any analysis 
potentially more 
meaningful. 
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Appendix 3b: Developer Indicator Table (deviation from original recommendations is 
noted where applicable, with further explanation in the last column) 

To what extent does DLL provide efficiency and effectiveness improvements for great crested newt licensing for Developers 
(EQ2) 

Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

To what extent 
has there been 
significant 
uptake of DLL 
by developers? 

Original: Ratio of 
development 
applications that 
choose to use the 
DLL licensing option, 
compared to EPSM 
licensing option 

This evaluation: 
Development 
applications that 
choose to use the 
DLL licensing option 
compared to 
traditional mitigation 
licensing (A14 & 

DLL 
Provider 
transparency 
review 

Review of the 
uptake of DLL in 
the monitoring data 
in comparison with 
EPSM. 

Perception: 
Analysis of 
developer opinion 
highlighted in 
monitoring data. 

Optional developer 
interviews. 

Area strategy 
licence reviews are 

DLL Licence 
Application 
Records 
(number and 
type of 
licences); A14 
and CL33 
available 
monitoring 
data. 

Developer 
Feedback 
Questionnaire 

Trends over 
time; 
compared to 
traditional 
mitigation 
licensing 

The ratio has not 
been calculated. 
Instead, the number 
of DLL licences and 
A14/CL33 licences 
were compared. 
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Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

CL33), with new 
licences split by DLL 
scheme area and 
further categorised by 
new licences, licence 
modifications and 
licence renewals. 

a similar concept to 
DLL's 4-year 
reviews of strategy 
areas and 
therefore the 
ecological analysis 
is based on the 
existing 4-year 
reviews 

Does DLL 
provide a faster 
licensing 
process, if so, 
how much time 
is saved 
compared to 
the mitigation 
licence? 

% of developers who 
indicate that DLL 
provides a moderate 
or strong timesaving. 

Average number of 
working days 
between application 
received to the 
issuing of a licence 
(reported as Mean 
and Mode Median). 

DLL 
Provider 
transparency 
review 

As above As above Trends over 
time 

The median was 
calculated instead of 
the mode. The 
median is a way to 
measure the central 
tendency of the data 
and was deemed 
suitable for the 
analysis.   
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Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

What is the 
direct cost of 
the GCN 
license, how 
does this 
compare 
between DLL 
and EPSM? 

DLL average licence 
and compensation 
costs and A14 and 
CL33 average licence 
and mitigation costs.  
(slight change of 
wording but not 
significant). 

% of developers who 
perceive costs 
through DLL are less 
than through 
standard mitigation 
licensing (slight 
change of wording 
but not significant). 

+ insights from case 
studies 

DLL 
Provider 
transparency 
review 

As above As above Compare to 
traditional 
mitigation 
licensing 

Case studies have 
not been carried out 
as part of this 
evaluation, due to 
ongoing complexities 
and time constraints, 
but could be 
progressed in the 
future. 
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Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

Has/ how has 
DLL changed 
certainty (of 
process, time 
required, 
schedule and 
costs) within 
great crested 
newt licensing 
processes for 
developers? 

% of developers who 
indicate that DLL 
provides a moderate 
or high increase in 
the level of certainty 
in the licensing 
process, compared to 
standard mitigation 
licensing. 

% of developers who 
indicate that specific 
information regarding 
DLL is clearly 
articulated on public 
websites (licensing 
process details, time 
requirements, 
schedule, and cost 
calculations).  

DLL 
Provider 
transparency 
review 

As above As above Trends over 
time 

The transparency 
checklist has now 
been assessed 
through the 
Developer Feedback 
Questionnaire. The 
initial recommended 
approach was 
considered subjective 
and prone to bias. 
Therefore, the 
methods were 
adjusted.   
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Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

Transparency check 
list score for each 
DLL provider, 
calculated as a score 
of 1 for each of the 
following that are 
clearly articulated on 
public websites 
(licensing process 
details, time 
requirements, 
schedule and cost 
calculations). % of 
developers that 
indicate that they 
could easily find 
information relating to 
DLL when weighing 
up licensing options. 

To what extent 
does DLL 

% of developers that 
indicate that DLL 

DLL 
Provider 

As above As above Trends over 
time 

An additional question 
was included in the 
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Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

reduce the 
footprint of 
great crested 
newt mitigation 
ponds at 
development 
sites, making 
land available 
for 
development?  

provision of off-site 
mitigation ponds has 
increased land used 
(moderately or 
significantly) for 
development. 

Insights into what 
land has been used 
for instead (e.g. 
Biodiversity Net Gain, 
GCN habitat retained, 
Nature conservation, 
additional 
development, 
recreation/green 
space). 

Total area of ponds 
that are compensated 
for off-site, and are 
used for 
development. 

transparency 
review 

Developer Feedback 
Questionnaire to 
understand what 
'freed up' land has 
been used for in 
development sites.  

The total area of 
ponds compensated 
for off-site was not 
calculated due to data 
limitations.  

As discussed above, 
case studies have not 
been carried out as 
part of this evaluation, 
due to ongoing 
complexities and time 
constraints, but could 
be progressed in the 
future. 
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Question Indicators Five-Year 
Evaluation 

Area Strategy 
Licence Review) 
methods (in 
addition to those 
used in 
Monitoring) 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the 
DLL Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

Insights from case 
studies 
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Appendix 3c: LPA Indicator Table (deviation from original recommendations is noted 
where applicable, with further explanation in the last column)  

Question What will be 
measured or 
gathered? 

Five-Year 
Evaluation 
method 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from the DLL 
Monitoring and Evaluation 
Framework 

To what extent (on its own and 
compared to standard mitigation 
licensing); 

Does DLL contribute towards 
individual LPA development planning 
and wider regional or pan-regional 
plans and strategies (such as LNRS). 

Do certainties within the DLL process 
increased control over development 
timetable and improved development 
viability. 

Are local development plans 
incorporated into DLL landscape 
mapping when determining where to 
locate ponds. 

Insights from 
LPA Survey 

LPA Survey None Compare DLL 
to standard 
mitigation 
licensing 

The third question was 
removed from the evaluation 
due to a couple of reasons. 
Firstly, there were limitations 
in LPA Survey responses, 
where respondents seemed 
to be confused in their 
answers, leading to 
unreliable/inaccurate results. 
NE also incorporate 
allocations data into the DLL 
mapping and therefore this is 
part of the process, which 
cannot be evaluated through 
the LPA Survey. 
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Appendix 3d: Natural England Indicator Table (deviation from original 
recommendations is noted where applicable, with further explanation in the last 
column) 

Question Indicators Five-Year Evaluation 
method 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from 
the DLL 
Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

To what extent do funds 
paid by developers cover 
the costs of pond creation 
and maintenance, 
implementation of the 
scheme overall, a DLL 
oversight/regulation role? 

% of costs (pond 
creation and 
management, DLL 
implementation) 
covered by the income 
(enquiry fees, licence 
fee, conservation 
payment and 
discretionary advice 
service). Analysed and 
reported by year and 
evaluation period. 

Review of DLL 
financial records, 
analysed and 
reported by year and 
evaluation period 

NE DLL 
financial 
records 

Trends over 
time 

 

To what extent has DLL 
impacted NE 
relationships, 

% of Stakeholder 
Survey respondents 
that indicate that DLL 

Review of NE records 
- review engagement 
with stakeholders in 

NE records of 
cross 
stakeholder 

Trends over 
time 
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Question Indicators Five-Year Evaluation 
method 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from 
the DLL 
Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

engagement and 
reputation with 
stakeholders? 

has contributed to 
improved relationships 
with NE and report a 
moderate or strong 
reputation for NE 

DLL – review 
engagement 
structures and 
activities (e.g. 
creation and 
implementation of 
cross stakeholder 
steering groups), 
coordination activities, 
instances or areas of 
collaborative working. 

groups 
established 
and activities, 
Stakeholder 
Survey to 
gather opinions 

To what extent is DLL a 
more efficient licensing 
system for NE? (Are 
licences processed more 
quickly, with fewer Full 
Time Equivalents (FTE) 
or other costs to NE?) 

Average number of 
days between licence 
application and licence 
received, reported as 
Mean and Median.  

Number of FTEs 
required per licence, 
calculated as total 
number of FTE 

Review of monitoring 
data - licence 
application, HR and 
financial records 

NE licence 
application 
record that 
record date of 
application and 
date of licence 
issue. 

HR records 
that show 

Trends over 
time 
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Question Indicators Five-Year Evaluation 
method 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from 
the DLL 
Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

supporting DLL divided 
by total number of 
licences issued, split by 
financial year.  

Cost to NE per licence 
issued, calculated as 
the staff costs + 
overhead cost divided 
by number of licences 
issued, split by 
financial year. 

number of 
people (FTEs) 
working on 
DLL. 

NE finance 
records 

To what extent is DLL 
regularly adapted and 
improved in line with FCS 
test/conditions, and to 
align with other NE 
initiatives (BNG, LNRS, 
species recover), and for 
joined up habitat 
planning? 

Insights from review Review of Instances 
of review and change 
to DLL design and 
implementation 

NE records of 
formal review 
processes and 
changes made 
to DLL design 
and 
implementation 

Trends over 
time 
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Question Indicators Five-Year Evaluation 
method 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from 
the DLL 
Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

To what extent within NE 
and Stakeholders, is there 
an increased 
understanding of DLL 
option and understanding 
of DLL licence 
compliance? 

% of NE and 
Stakeholders indicate a 
moderate or high level 
of understanding of 
DLL and licence 
compliance 

Review of monitoring 
information 

Short survey 
on 
understanding 
of DLL and 
DLL 
compliance 

Trends over 
time 

The compliance 
process has not yet 
been fully 
developed under 
DLL and therefore 
this question was 
not analysed for 
the evaluation. As 
compliance is 
developed, it can 
form part of the 
evaluation in the 
future. 

To what degree are 
lessons learnt from DLL 
integrated into other 
areas of NE work (BNG, 
LNRS, species recovery). 

Insights from review Review of monitoring 
register. Additional 
investigation into 
examples where this 
has led to resource 
efficiencies 

Use of a live 
register to 
record 
instances or 
examples 
where DLL 

Trends over 
time 
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Question Indicators Five-Year Evaluation 
method 

Monitoring 
data/method 
required 

Baseline or 
comparator 

Deviations from 
the DLL 
Monitoring and 
Evaluation 
Framework 

lessons are 
used 

To what extent has this 
led to resource 
efficiencies for NE? 

Insights from review Review of monitoring 
register. Additional 
investigation into 
examples where this 
has led to resource 
efficiencies 

Use of a live 
register to 
record 
instances or 
examples 
where DLL 
lessons are 
used 
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Appendix 4: Developer Feedback Questionnaire  
 

The District Level Licensing (DLL) team within Natural England (NE) is undertaking an 
England-wide evaluation of DLL. This evaluation is investigating the extent to which DLL 
contributes towards the favourable conservation status of Great Crested Newts and the 
efficiency and effectiveness improvements for developers, Local Planning Authorities and 
NE. As part of this evaluation, we are asking all developers that have been issued with a 
licence and those that have withdrawn from DLL, to complete a Developer Feedback 
Questionnaire to help us understand opinions on the scheme. This includes comparisons 
to the standard mitigation licensing approach, as well as recommendations for future 
improvements.   

If you have used the DLL scheme for more than one development since April 2020, please 
respond with regards to the latest development. Alternatively, you may wish to complete 
the form multiple times for each development that has used DLL since April 2020.   

Participation is voluntary. The questionnaire is anonymous. It should take approximately 
10 minutes to complete and there are four sections.   

How we use and protect your data  

Some profiling data, such as development type, job title and project output, will be 
requested to help answer our research questions. We will collect this profiling data for 
context but this will not be made identifiable in the project outputs and therefore it will not 
be possible to identify you as an individual.  

In cases where researchers wish to quote a response that may be identifying, we will 
either redact them to deidentify them or, where possible, ask for your permission before 
including them in the report.   

The data you provide will be stored securely in Natural England servers in accordance 
with UK GDPR.  It will be stored in the long-term, until the close of the project.   

Submissions cannot be withdrawn once your response has been submitted (as responses 
are anonymous) but you can choose to stop filling in the questionnaire if you have not yet 
clicked on ‘submit’ at the end.   

Research data will be available to project staff at NE, and may be made available to other 
researchers, for research purposes only, either through a request or a data repository.  
 

1. Based on the above information regarding data protection, do you consent 
to participate in this survey? 

   
 Y e s  

 N o  
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Profiling questions 

 
2. What is your job title/role within the development in question?  

 
 Developer  
 Ecologist  
 Householder 
 Other 

 
3. What is the development type?  

 
 Small-scale Housing (1-10 

houses)  
 Large-scale Housing (11+ 

houses)  
 Private (Household/Farm) 
 Utilities/ Energy 
 Infrastructure/ Transport 
 Commercial/ Retail/ Industrial 
 Social (Education / Health / Leisure)  
 Minerals / Quarries 
 Other
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DLL evaluation questions 

 
4. How easily did you find the following information when you were 

exploring DLL as a licensing option?  
 
 How DLL differs from standard mitigation licensing 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 The DLL enquiry process 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 The DLL application process 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 Accessibility of the DLL enquiry form 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 Accessibility of contact details 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 
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 Licence timings (turn around/speed) 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 The DLL costings 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 The DLL calculations 
 

 Very easily 
 Easily 
 Neutral 
 Difficult 
 Very difficult 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
5. If any of the above was not clearly accessible, do you have any feedback 

on how this can be improved? 
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6. When compared to standard mitigation licensing, what level of 
timesaving do you think DLL provides around the following aspects 
of the process?  

 Application process (filling forms etc.) 
 

 Much quicker 
 Somewhat quicker 
 No difference 
 Somewhat slower 
 Much slower 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 Provision of licence documentation 
 Much quicker 
 Somewhat quicker 
 No difference 
 Somewhat slower 
 Much slower 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 Response from Natural England to enquires and other 
correspondence 

 Much quicker 
 Somewhat quicker 
 No difference 
 Somewhat slower 
 Much slower 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 Overall turn around time to get on-site and commence development 
works 

 Much quicker 
 Somewhat quicker 
 No difference 
 Somewhat slower 
 Much slower 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
7. If you wish, please provide further detail in relation to your answer for Question 6 
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8. Please state how strongly you agree with the following statements about the costs 
associated with the DLL Scheme.  
 
The enquiry fee is reasonable 
 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/not relevant 

 
The licence fee is reasonable 
 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/not relevant 

 
The overall costs of the scheme are reasonable relative to the impacts of the 
development 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/not relevant 

 
I perceive DLL to be less expensive than standard mitigation licensing (taking all 
costs into account from surveys through to mitigation and long-term management) 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/not relevant 

 
The conservation payment is reasonable 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/not relevant 

 

 
9. If you wish, please provide further detail in relation to your answer for Question 8 
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10. Please state how strongly you agree with the following statements about 
certainty and risk of DLL, when compared with standard mitigation 
licensing?  
 
 DLL gives developers greater certainty that their proposal can be 
licensed 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/unsure 

  
 DLL gives developers greater certainty that the requirements of the 
licence can be fulfilled 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 DLL gives developers greater certainty on the timescales for their 
development 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/unsure 

  
DLL reduces the risk of unforeseen delays during development works 

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neutral 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
11. If you wish, please provide further detail in relation to your answer for Question 10 
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Looking forwards and concluding remarks 

 
12. Did your development progress to licence issue stage?  

 
 Yes 
 No 

 
13. Why did you choose not to proceed with the DLL for your development? Tick all 

that apply  
 

 Advice of ecologist  
 Not cost effective 
 No seasonal time 

constraints associated 
with the development  

 No longer need a licence 
 Planning refused 
 Planning application withdrawn 
 Development is in a low impact risk zone (licence deemed not necessary)  
 Standard mitigation licensing route was preferred in 

this case 
 Intend to reapply later 
 Other 

 
14. The provision of off-site ponds under DLL has the potential to increase 

land availability for development. In your view, to what extent has the 
provision of off-site mitigation ponds under DLL increased land availability 
for your development?  
 

 To a great extent 
 Somewhat 
 Very little 
 Not at all 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
 



 

Page 183 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

15. In relation to your development, how has this land been used instead?  
 

 Additional development  
 Recreation/green space 
 Biodiversity Net Gain 

(BNG) 
 Nature conservation (e.g. related to other protected species) 
 Great crested newt habitat was retained in the development despite not being a 

requirement  
 Unknown/unsure 
 Other 

 
16. Overall, why did you initially choose to use DLL rather than standard 

mitigation licensing for this development? Tick any or all that apply (we 
recognise some of these options are linked) 

 
 Advice of ecologist 
 Advice of local planning authority  
 Cost effective 
 Cost certainty  
 Time/speed 
 Removes seasonal survey 

constraints  
 Reduced onsite mitigation 

requirement 
 Principles of the scheme/funds 

diverted to conservation rather 
than trapping 

 Increased flexibility of development site design 
 Increased certainty/risk avoidance 
 Landscape-scale conservation outcomes 
 Don’t know/cannot answer as I am not familiar with 

mitigation licensing  
 Other 

 
17. Would you use DLL again, if appropriate to the development?  

 Definitely 
 Probably 
 Possibly 
 Probably not 
 Definitely not 
 Don’t know/unsure 
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18. Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. 

As Natural England continually work to refine the DLL scheme, please let us 
know if you have any further comments or suggestions 
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Appendix 5: LPA Survey  
The District Level Licensing (DLL) team within Natural England (NE) is undertaking an 
England-wide evaluation of DLL. This evaluation is investigating the extent to which DLL 
contributes towards the favourable conservation status of great crested newts and the 
efficiency and effectiveness improvements for developers, Local Planning Authorities 
(LPAs) and NE.  

As part of this evaluation, we are asking relevant contacts in the LPAs where DLL is 
operating (including Ecology, Planning Policy and Development Management teams) on 
their views of DLL. The survey focuses on the interaction between the services provided 
through DLL and the LPA’s planning and strategy aims/processes. The survey also 
explores the extent that DLL has impacted on relationships, engagement and reputation.  
A separate survey has been created for Habitat Delivery Bodies and NE Area Team Leads 
to also explore this same topic. 

The survey covers a variety of topics and you might not feel confident answering some 
topics if it is not your work area. Therefore, you may either work with other colleagues in 
the LPA to answer the full survey or you may complete the survey alone and tick ‘don’t 
know/unsure’ if you cannot answer a specific question or topic.  

Participation is voluntary. The survey is anonymous. It should take approximately 10-15 
minutes to complete.    

How we use and protect your data 

• Some profiling data, such as the LPA you work in and your job role, will be 
requested to help answer our research questions. We will collect this profiling data 
for context but this will not be made identifiable in the project outputs and therefore 
it will not be possible to identify you as an individual.    

• In cases where researchers wish to quote a response that may be identifying, we 
will either redact them to de-identify them or, where possible, ask for your 
permission before including them in the report.   

• The data you provide will be stored securely in Natural England servers in 
accordance with UK GDPR.  It will be stored in the long-term, until the close of the 
project.   

• Submissions cannot be withdrawn once your response has been submitted (as 
responses are anonymous) but you can choose to stop filling in the questionnaire if 
you have not yet clicked on ‘submit’ at the end.   

• Research data will be available to project staff at NE, and may be made available to 
other researchers, for research purposes only, either through a request or a data 
repository.  

• We will be using the results from the survey to inform our five-yearly evaluation 
report, to be published in Autumn 2025. 



 

Page 186 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

 
Q1. Based on the above information regarding data protection, do you consent to 
participate in this survey?  
 

 Yes  
 No 

 

Profiling questions 

 
Q2. Which Local Planning Authority (LPA) do you work for?  
 
 

 
Q3. What best describes your work area within the LPA?  
 

 Planning Policy 
 Development Management 
 Ecology 
 Other 

 
 
Q4. How often do you engage with any activity related to the District Level 
Licence (on average)?  
 

 Daily 
 Weekly 
 Monthly 
 Every few months 
 Once or twice a year  
 Less than once a year  
 Other  
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DLL and LPA planning 

 
Q5. Since the start of the DLL scheme, have you ever used DLL Risk Zone Maps 
to inform any of the following pre-existing or emerging plans? (tick all that apply)  
 

 Local plan preparation  
 Site allocation processes  
 Neighbourhood plans  
 Masterplans for larger developments 
 Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs)  
 Regional or pan-regional plans/strategies (e.g. Local Nature Recovery 

Strategies) 
 The DLL Risk Zone Maps have not informed any pre-existing or emerging plans 
 Unsure/don’t know 
 Other  

 
 
Q6. If you have ticked any options in Question 5, please comment on how the 
DLL Risk Zone Maps have been used if you wish 

 
Q7. Since the start of the DLL scheme, have you ever used DLL Strategic 
Opportunity Areas (SOAs) to inform any of the following pre-existing or emerging 
plans? (Tick all that apply)  
 
 

 Local plan preparation  
 Site allocation processes  
 Neighbourhood plans  
 Masterplans for larger developments 
 Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs)  
 Regional or pan-regional plans/strategies (e.g. Local Nature Recovery 

Strategies) 
 The DLL SOAs have not informed any pre-existing or emerging plans 
 Unsure/don’t know 
 Other  

 
Q8. If you have ticked any options in Question 7, please comment on how the 
DLL SOAs have been used if you wish 

 
Q9. Is the strategic information available through DLL (e.g. Risk Zone Mapping, 
SOAs, survey data), more useful in contributing towards LPA development 
planning and strategies than information available through the standard 
mitigation licensing route? 
 

 Much more useful 
 Somewhat more useful 
 No difference 
 Less useful 



 

Page 188 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

 Much less useful 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
Q10. In your view, to what extent does the DLL SOA mapping for your area 
appropriately consider the LPA local development plan?  
 

 To a great extent 
 To some extent 
 Very little 
 Not at all 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
Q11. If you wish, please comment further on any of the above uses of SOAs 
and/or Risk Zone Maps as appropriate 
 

 
Q12. In your view, to what extent do regional compensation sites delivered under 
DLL contribute towards Local Nature Recovery Strategies or other local 
biodiversity targets in your LPA? 
 

 To a great extent 
 To some extent 
 Very little 
 Not at all 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 

Development timetable 

 
Q13. What reasons do you think most influence whether developers choose DLL 
over standard mitigation licensing? (Tick all that apply) 
 

 LPA advice/recommendation 
 Advice of their ecologist  
 More cost effective  
 Time/speed 
 Removes seasonal constraints  
 Reduced onsite mitigation requirements  
 Simplicity of the scheme  
 Principles of the scheme/funds diverted to conservation rather than trapping  
 Increased flexibility of development site design  
 Increased certainty/risk avoidance  
 Landscape-scale conservation outcomes 
 Unsure/don’t know  
 Other   
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Q14. How often do you think the following statements apply regarding DLL, when 
compared with standard mitigation licensing?  
 
DLL reduces the administrative burden on a planning application 

 Always 
 Often 
 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 
Developments progress faster through the planning system under DLL 

 Always 
 Often 
 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 
DLL improves the likelihood of a development being given planning permission 

 Always 
 Often 
 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 
Developments change their site designs because of DLL 

 Always 
 Often 
 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 
Developers can get on-site and start works quicker under DLL 

 Always 
 Often 
 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 
Licence breaches are less common under DLL 

 Always 
 Often 
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 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 
It is easier to identify GCN licence breaches and enforce compliance under DLL 

 Always 
 Often 
 Sometimes 
 Rarely 
 Never 
 Unsure/don’t know 

 

Q15. If you wish, please provide more detail to explain your answers to Questions 13 and 
14, regarding the development timetable. 

Q16. Overall, from the perspective of your LPA, do you consider DLL to represent an 
overall improvement in the licensing process for GCN, when compared with standard 
mitigation licensing?  

 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Neither agree or disagree 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 



 

Page 191 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

Relationships and engagement with Natural England (NE) and other stakeholders 

 
Q17. Please tick the relevant option below  
 
How has your relationship with NE changed since the introduction of DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
How has your relationship with other stakeholders (Habitat Delivery Bodies & NE Area 
Team Leads) changed since the introduction of DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
In your view, how has the reputation of NE changed as a result of DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
Q18. If you wish, please provide more detail to explain your answer to the previous 
question 
 

 
Q19. To what extent do you feel that the DLL team has engaged with you 
during the ongoing operation of DLL/the area scheme? 
 

 To a very large extent 
 To a large extent 
 To some extent 
 To little extent 
 Not at all 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 



 

Page 192 of 198 District Level Licensing Five-Year Evaluation 2025 NERR170 

Q20. As NE work to refine DLL in future, how do you think engagement could be 
improved, and why?  
 
Q21. Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. 
As we continually work to refine the DLL scheme, please let us know if you have any 
further comments. 
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Appendix 6: Stakeholder Survey   
The District Level Licensing (DLL) team within Natural England (NE) is undertaking an 
England-wide evaluation of DLL. This evaluation is investigating the extent to which DLL 
contributes towards the favourable conservation status of Great Crested Newts and the 
efficiency and effectiveness improvements for developers, Local Planning Authorities and 
NE. As part of this evaluation, we are asking stakeholders (Habitat Delivery Bodies and 
NE Area Team Leads) who have worked with the DLL team to complete a DLL 
Stakeholder Survey to help us understand the extent that DLL has impacted on 
relationships, engagement, and reputation with stakeholders. A separate questionnaire 
has been created for the LPAs with further questions required for the evaluation.  

Participation is voluntary. The survey is anonymous. It should take approximately 5-10 
minutes to complete.    

How we use and protect your data 

• Some profiling data, such as your organisation, job role and the steering group you 
attend, will be requested to help answer our research questions. We will collect this 
profiling data for context but this will not be made identifiable in the project outputs 
and therefore it will not be possible to identify you as an individual.    

• In cases where researchers wish to quote a response that may be identifying, we 
will either redact them to de-identify them or, where possible, ask for your 
permission before including them in the report.   

• The data you provide will be stored securely in Natural England servers in 
accordance with UK GDPR.  It will be stored in the long-term, until the close of the 
project.   

• Submissions cannot be withdrawn once your response has been submitted (as 
responses are anonymous) but you can choose to stop filling in the questionnaire if 
you have not yet clicked on ‘submit’ at the end.   

• Research data will be available to project staff at NE, and may be made available to 
other researchers, for research purposes only, either through a request or a data 
repository.  

• We will be using the results from the survey to inform our five-yearly evaluation 
report, to be published in Autumn 2025.   

 
1. Based on the above information regarding data protection, do you consent 

to participate in this survey?  
 

 Yes  
 No 

 
2. What organisation do you work for?  
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3. What DLL steering group do you attend?  
 

 Cambridgeshire 
 Cheshire 
 Cumbria 
 Derbyshire 
 Dorset 
 Essex 
 Greater Manchester 
 Hertfordshire 
 Kent 
 Lancashire 
 Leicestershire 
 Norfolk and Suffolk 
 North Somerset and South 

Gloucestershire 
 Northumberland and Durham 
 Shropshire 
 Somerset 
 Swindon and Wiltshire 
 Yorkshire and North Lincolnshire 
 Telford and Wrekin 
 Other 

 
 

4. Please tick the box that best describes your role with DLL  
 

 I work for a Habitat Delivery Body 
 I work in an Area Team of Natural England (NE) 
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5. Please tick the relevant option below  
 
In your view, how has the reputation of NE changed as a result of DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
How has your relationship with NE changed as a result of working on DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
How has your relationship with other stakeholders (e.g. LPAs) changed as a result of 
working on DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
6. If you wish, please provide further details to explain your answer to the previous 

question 
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7. Please tick the most relevant option below:  
 
How has your relationship with the DLL team changed as a result of working on DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
How has your relationship with other stakeholders (e.g. HDBs, LPAs etc.) changed as a 
result of working on DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
In your view, how has the reputation of NE changed as a result of DLL? 
 

 It has greatly improved 
 It has somewhat improved 
 It has stayed the same 
 It is somewhat worse 
 It is much worse 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
8. If you wish, please provide further details to explain your answer to the previous 

question 
 

 
9. Since April 2020, have any lessons learnt from DLL been integrated into 

your team or wider NE? 
 

 Yes 
 No 
 Maybe 

 

 
10. If 'yes' or 'maybe', please provide further details of how lessons have 

been integrated into your team or wider NE 
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11. Please tick the most relevant option below  

 

To what extent do you feel that the DLL team has engaged with you during the ongoing 
operation of DLL/the area scheme? 
 

 To a very large extent 
 To a large extent 
 To some extent 
 To little extent 
 Not at all 
 Don’t know/unsure 

 
12. If you wish, please provide further details to explain your answer to the previous 

question 
 

 
13. As Natural England work to refine DLL in future, how do you think 

engagement could be improved, and why?  
 

 
14. Please use this box to tell us any other thoughts that you have towards the 

extent that DLL has impacted NE relationships, engagement or reputation 
 

 
15. Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. 

As we continually work to refine the DLL scheme, please let us know if you 
have any further comments. 
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