
Universities Research Forum 
 

Together for a better built environment www.ukgbc.org 1 

Nature-Based Solutions    

A write-up of the Universities Research Forum on funding mechanisms for nature-based solutions to build climate 
resilience in the built environment 

 

Background  

During 2019 UKGBC worked with key stakeholders to create an ambition for the built environment sector on climate 
resilience and embracing nature: By 2030, all buildings and infrastructure will, throughout their lifetime, be climate 
resilient and maximise environmental net gains, through the prioritisation of nature-based solutions.  

In 2020, we will collaborate and form partnerships with industry to deliver tools and guidance that accelerates the 
built environment in its journey to realising this ambition. We will also continue to work on the IGNITION project 
which aims to identify the financial mechanisms for a 10% increase in green infrastructure in Greater Manchester by 
2038 for the purpose of creating a more climate resilient city region. 

We used the Universities Research Forum to help inform this work. On Thursday 9th January 2020 a group of 
academics and industry representatives met at the UKGBC offices to discuss research being conducted on funding 
mechanisms for nature-based solutions to build climate resilience in the built environment.  

This write-up provides a summary of that discussion and highlights some of the key opportunities identified by the 
group for further research and collaboration on this issue between academia and industry. 

Conclusions and opportunities for further work 
 
There is already a significant volume of evidence supporting the co-benefits of nature-based solutions, either from an 
economic or social perspective. However, a lack of funding still exists for nature-based solution as a consequence of 
the benefits being poorly communicated to key decision makers. For example, there is typically an “unevenness of 
understanding”’ within local authorities, with Council leadership not having the evidence base for prioritising budget 
for nature-based solutions. More work needs to be done to directly communicate information to local authority 
leadership in an easily accessible format.  
 
Despite the wealth of evidence, there are some areas that could benefit from further primary research. For example, 
the benefits of urban wildlife in reducing the urban heat island effect.  
 
If local authorities were able to develop smarter internal mechanisms for budget sharing it would benefit a whole 
host of sustainability outcomes, including nature-based solutions. Sharing budgets could allow departments that 
benefit from nature-based solutions, for example health services, to directly contribute to their funding. While a few 
council budgets for nature-based solutions do exist, they are usually an independent fund that is used to prove the 
benefits, and which can then attract funding from other departments. However, setting up new independent funds is 
difficult in the current financial climate.  
 
Undertaking assessments and employing specialist consultants as soon as possible in development decision-making is 
often critical to ensuring that an appropriate approach is taken, and that the interventions implemented maximise 
the opportunity. Quite often it is hard to attract financial support for those up-front costs. More work could be done 
to prove the business case for starting those conversations earlier rather than later.  
 
Another challenge for nature-based solutions is securing funding for their ongoing maintenance. The potential burden 
of this maintenance has been known to stop projects from getting off the ground. However, there is an opportunity 
for communities to act as free maintenance labour and reap the associated health and wellbeing benefits of engaging 
with nature. To promote this practice developers can engage with existing community groups and land trusts or set 
up community governance structures to understand what their role could be in ongoing maintenance.  
 
Because of their scale it can be easier for big regeneration schemes to recognise that integrating nature-based 
solutions into the design of the project will contribute to its success. For smaller schemes, delivering climate 
resilience is often driven by a planning requirement, or because the housebuilder understands the commercial value 
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of homes which have natural surroundings. Although there has been increasing proof of the success of advertising 
any product within natural surroundings, there is a concern that the planning requirements that trickle down through 
the NPPF are quite weak and are perhaps likely to get weaker still. 
 
Recent research conducted on nature-based solutions: 

Integrating green and blue spaces into our cities – a systems approach for making it happen 
Ana Mijic, Imperial College London 

Blue-green infrastructure, or “nature-based solutions”, have a range of benefits including those for climate change 
adaptation, mitigation, health and wellbeing and biodiversity. However, despite its importance, blue-green 
infrastructure is declining rather than increasing in England. This presentation discussed results from the range of 
case studies that have tried to address the implementation of blue green infrastructure from a systems perspective 
and asks what the implications for potential funding based on a shared benefits concept are.  

Connecting Nature – supporting cities in scaling nature-based solution delivery 
Stuart Connop, University East London 

Implementing nature-based solutions in urban areas brings diverse nature and natural features and processes into 
cities, through locally adapted, resource-efficient and systemic interventions. They provide opportunity for improving 
urban environments, and for bringing communities together through the co-design and co-production processes 
necessary for successful delivery. Globally, cities are increasingly recognising the value of a nature-based solution 
approach to urban design. The EU Horizon 2020-funded project Connecting Nature is focused on scaling the delivery 
of nature-based solutions in urban areas. Working directly with city authorities across Europe, they are exploring the 
drivers and barriers to implementing upscaled and “out-scaled” nature-based solutions.  

Money Doesn’t Grow on Trees – how to Increase Funding for the Delivery of Urban Forest Ecosystem Services? 
Helen Davies, WSP 

Helen’s research looked at the feasibility of a beneficiary-financed ‘payments for ecosystem services’ scheme for 
increasing funding of urban tree planting and maintenance to improve climate change adaptation and quality of life in 
cities. Interviews and surveys with local governments, businesses and citizens revealed that a partnership between 
these stakeholders holds strong potential for improving both appreciation of, and financial support for, urban forests. 
The funding of air purification, flood reduction, aesthetic, and human wellbeing benefits was of particular interest to 
participants. 

For more information on each of the presentations, the full deck of slides from the session can be accessed here.  

Further studies  

Challenges for tree officers to enhance the provision of regulating ecosystem services from urban forests  

Business attitudes towards funding ecosystem services provided by urban forests  

Citizen study on the delivery of urban forest ecosystem services   

Designing Buildings for People: Sustainable Liveable Architecture (Crowood Press) - Chapter 3, Lessons from Nature. 

If you are developing in work in any of these areas, please email robert.winch@ukgbc.org so that we can support 
your efforts and help communicate findings with our members. 
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