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Executive Summary

This report aims at providing an overview of the
sustainability policy landscape as well as mapping
policy needs and gaps in relation to the deployment
of Nature-based Solutions (NbS) in the EU. The
NetworkNature platform brings together the NbS
community of innovators, practitioners and devel-
opers in a network of networks, with expertise in the
form of the leading EU-funded NbS research pro-
jects and the participation of practitioners from cit-
ies, local authorites and businesses. NetworkNature
aims to produce a policy toolkit for national, regional
and local policy-makers and implementers, which
will provide guidance and tools on how to promote
NbS in policies and strategies, planning, public
funding, and initiatives with the private sector. This
report is a first step to mapping the needs and gaps
that such a policy toolkit needs to address.

The primary target audiences identified for the
NetworkNature policy engagement are sub-national,
national and EU policymakers; particularly local and
regional public authorities, including public adminis-
tration and urban planning departments. Whilst the
policy screening in this report does not specifically
cover sub-national policy, the assessment of gaps
and needs addresses all levels from local to EU, and
NetworkNature will engage with local and regional
authorities to meet their policy needs during the
project.

NetworkNature project activities on NbS are guided
by 6 priority policy themes in which NbS can and

do play an important role. The themes focus on
different aspects of the societal and environmental
challenges to which NbS are addressed, increasing
human well-being whilst avoiding loss of biodiversity
and ecosystem services.

Climate Adaptation, Mitigation and Resilience

Solutions offered by NbS: mitigate climate change
and its impacts, reduce vulnerability, and increase
ecosystem resilience. Reduce disaster risk, protect
and restore carbon sinks, and avoid deforestation.

Sustainable Food Systems

Solutions offered by NbS: increase resilience of
farming systems by maintaining and restoring
ecosystem services and natural resources from ag-
ricultural land, ensure food security, maintain farmer
livelihoods, ensure vibrant rural communities.

Zero Pollution (including human health)
Solutions offered by NbS: improve health and
well-being while respecting planetary boundaries.

NbS Finance for a Just Transition to a Nature
Positive Economy

Solutions offered by NbS: transition to nature-pos-
itive economic opportunities and green jobs, ad-
dressing social justice and social cohesion.

Sustainable Urban and Regional Transformation
(including place regeneration)

Solutions offered by NbS: increase resilience to
climate-related risks, land degradation, protect
and restore biodiversity and ecosystem services,
improve public health and well-being and improve
qguality of life.

Biodiversity Enhancement and Ecosystem
Restoration

Solutions offered by NbS: enhance biodiversity and
the ecosystem functions, while simultaneously
providing social and economic benefits.

While sustainability and environmental policy was
selected for the focus of this report due to its
potential to catalyse or enable the deployment of
NbS, a key aspect for NetworkNature policy engage-
ment going forward will be how to mainstream NbS
in policy domains that currently do not incorporate
sustainability, e.g. health, infrastructure, employ-
ment, and industrial policy, to foster the broader
uptake of NbS and help address policy silos.

NetworkNature - NbS Policy Screening and Analysis of Needs and Gaps for 2024-2030



NetworkNature partners screened ongoing and
upcoming EU policies and international initiatives,
identifying policies that can support the uptake of
NbS or whose objectives can be better achieved
through the inclusion of NbS (and covering EU 2030
policy targets, the European Green Deal, and EU
Missions). Partners also undertook 26 interviews
with policy experts at EU and national levels (iden-
tified in Appendix 1). and sought to determine what
the experts perceive as being the main needs and
policy gaps in their area of expertise, the factors that
promote or hinder the uptake of NbS, and the op-
portunities they see for better integrating or utilising
NbS in existing policies and increasing uptake. The
analysis of needs and gaps was consolidated by an
analysis of the literature (academic literature, grey
literature, official communications, totalising more
than a hundred references).

The review of gaps associated with each policy
showed that the NbS concept is not explicitly
integrated into most global and EU policies. Of the
48 policies reviewed, only 17 (35%) explicitly men-
tion NbS (see graph below). This is not a surprising
explanation, as 11 of the 38 reviewed EU policies pre-
date the adoption by the EU of a definition of NbS in
2015, and 31 pre-date the UNEA definition in 2022.

Network
Nature

)

Some of the policies promote concepts that are
considered to come under the umbrella of NbS
(EEA 2021), such as the ecosystem approach,
ecosystem-based disaster risk reduction, ecosys-
tem-based adaptation, green and blue infrastruc-
ture, natural water retention measures, sustainable
(urban) drainage, and regenerative agriculture or
agroecology. Policy support for these concepts was
also considered to be explicit support. More signifi-
cantly, the evidence base to support NbS uptake in
EU policy only gained ground from 2020, as results
emerged from EU research investment in NbS
projects. These projects had a predominantly urban
focus, and this is reflected in the more explicit focus
of urban policy on NbS since 2020. In relation to the
lack of implementation frameworks for NbS and
the clear shift from grey to green and grey-green
interventions, the funding mechanisms have to be
strengthened. Despite the fact that ample funding is
available for NbS from the public sector, the private
sector buy-in is still lacking.

Nevertheless, most EU and global policies provide
scope for initiatives or measures that can promote
the use of NbS over other solutions that do not work
with or benefit nature. Whether or not this happens
is generally determined by the implementation
instruments available to national, regional or local
planning authorities, fund managers, and environ-
mental impact assessors. Targets should be set in
existing policies and accompanied with budgets

for reaching them. At the same time, some policies
conflict with NbS by driving solutions that harm
biodiversity and ecosystem services whilst solving
only one challenge. For example, some climate mit-
igation and renewable energy solutions are causing
biodiversity loss. Whilst opportunities for synergies
are not being exploited.

NetworkNature - NbS Policy Screening and Analysis of Needs and Gaps for 2024-2030
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Figure 1: Policies and instruments explicitly mentioning NbS terms across policy themes
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Figure 2: Mentions of NbS across policy themes
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Figure 2 reflects the number of mentions of NbS
(and related terms) in policies screened in this re-
port. Water and land use policies are mainly covered
by sustainable food and zero pollution themes but
are cross-cutting.

This report identifies gaps hindering the uptake of
NbS in policy and practice under these headings:

Lack of integration of NbS in policies, with a lack
of quantitative and measurable and targets in
relation to NbS deployment;

Lack of harmonisation between policies affecting
NbS adoption and insufficient exploitation of
synergies between policies that have potential
complementary objectives;

Short-term political agendas and planning and
risk aversion;

Insufficient funding and financial mechanisms;
Lack of regulatory clarity, standards, and unequal
taxes;

Lack of involvement of the business sector;
Difficulty in evaluating NbS in non-monetary
terms;

Lack of evidence showcasing the cost-effective-
ness of NbS;

Insufficient assessments of NbS synergies and
trade-offs;

Lack of knowledge about how to integrate

NbS into practice and targeted guidance for
practitioners.

The report highlights some strategies and mecha-
nisms that can enable successful implementation

of NbS initiatives. The main pillars for successful
implementation relate to:

+ Integrating NbS into policy with specific targets,
encouraging policy harmonisation;

- Developing standards supporting NbS uptake and
measuring impacts;

Assembling evidence of the effectiveness, eco-
nomic benefits, and financial viability of NbS, to
provide the evidence for choosing NbS above
other solutions;

- Increasing targeting of public funds to NbS and
increasing private financial flows;

Promoting collaboration and participatory pro-
cesses, including collaboration with business and
investors;

- Upscaling research and innovation on NbS, and
disseminating best practices and knowledge on
NbS, through education and awareness raising,
training and capacity building.

“I'd like to say that NbS are somehow like

a red thread across many of the initiatives

in the action plans of the European Green
Deal, sometimes more, sometimes less, but |
would think the highest integration [of NbS] is
probably the Climate Adaptation Strategy next
to the Biodiversity Strategy.”

Karin Zaunberger, Policy Officer, DG ENV

Based on this analysis, the research has identified
the main priorities for the NetworkNature platform
to address in the development of policy relevant
tools and knowledge.

NetworkNature - NbS Policy Screening and Analysis of Needs and Gaps for 2024-2030 | 11
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Figure 3: Network Nature potential actions in relation to the main policy needs identified in

this report

Develop NbS policy

Mobilising funding targets and develop

standards

Collaborate with
policymakers to
develop clear,
measurable NbS
targets.

Develop
comprehensive guides
and case studies
highlighting successful
NbS investments.

Organise science-
policy events

Organise workshops Promote standardised

Increasing collaboration
and network building | participatory processes

Create and support
networks to inspire
new partnerships and
collaborations.

Encouraging Promoting education

and raising awareness

Collect and
disseminate NbS
educational materials.
Facilitate access to
available guidance on
NbS.

Provide guidance
on best practices
for community
engagement.

Facilitate workshops
and participatory

and training sessions monitoring and peer-to-peer planning sessions. Organise awareness
for financial sector and evaluation dialogues. campaigns targeting
stakeholders. frameworks. Promote the different audiences.
Boost the inclusion of diverse
Facilitate Advocate for the NetworkNature stakeholders in NbS Develop and
collaborations and inclusion of NbS platform. projects. distribute educational

knowledge sharing
between investors
and NbS project
developers.

targets in relevant
policies.

Figure 3 highlights some of the key areas of work for
NetworkNature:

- integration of NbS in policy and policy tools;

- enhancing standards and harmonisation;

+ mobilising funding;

+ increasing collaboration and network building;
+ encouraging participatory processes;

- promoting education and raising awareness.

We have highlighted throughout this report the
necessity to break down sectoral siloes to foster

a broad NbS community. To achieve this, there is

a need for strong Europe-wide engagement of key
actors and stakeholders in NbS policy, standards
development, implementation and monitoring. A
lack of quantitative and measurable targets relating
to NbS deployment and impacts exists in EU and
global policy instruments.

“I believe that the mainstreaming of NbS in

the field of water policy relies on the following
elements: national governments having
genuine strong commitment to biodiversity,
bringing a strong support for civic engagement
and the implementation of an effective
dialogue with citizens...”

Tom Wild, landscape ecologist,
University of Sheffield

Work on the existing
NbS Hubs.

resources, such as
guides and toolkits.

Leverage the
European NbS Hubs.

NetworkNature will collaborate with policymakers to
develop clear, measurable NbS targets and indica-
tors and advocate for their insertion into relevant
policies. NetworkNature will produce policy toolkits
including: indicators and metrics for measuring and
assessing impacts of NbS, ways to set measurable
or quantifiable targets and objectives for NbS, uses
of cost-benefit analysis tools, economic and ac-
counting that factors in natural capital, and social
impact assessment, co-design and participatory
approaches. This work will build on the Handbook
for Practitioners which provides information to
guide the development and implementation of

NbS monitoring and evaluation and the use of NbS
impact indicators. NetworkNature will also publish
policy relevant information and materials on the
NetworkNature platform throughout the duration of
the project, also making clear for whom the infor-
mation might be useful.

- NetworkNature will work towards enhancing
standards and harmonisation of NbS imple-
mentation across policies and regions. This will
help to build the evidence base for NbS, for NbS
investors, but also for local and regional public
authorities;

- Building capacity and developing skills amongst
key target groups will be key to scale up and
speed up NbS awareness, investment and imple-
mentation. NetworkNature will engage key actors
and stakeholders across Europe in NbS policy,

NetworkNature - NbS Policy Screening and Analysis of Needs and Gaps for 2024-2030
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research, standards development, implementa-
tion, and monitoring. NetworkNature will promote
actions such as collecting NbS educational
materials, providing guidance, and connecting to
existing networks to inspire new partnerships and
collaborations with the target audiences;
NetworkNature will encourage participatory pro-
cesses to ensure that NbS initiatives are inclusive
and community-driven and promote stakeholder
collaboration (through science-policy events,
peer to peer dialogues, etc.). NetworNature will
facilitate cross-sectoral partnerships to encour-
age collaboration between different sectors such
as urban planning, agriculture, and water man-
agement to integrate NbS into various policy and
practice areas.

Due to their ability to tackle challenges such as
climate-related risks, biodiversity and ecosystem
loss, public health and well-being, NbS are increas-
ingly recognised as means for sustainable urban
transformation among others. They can enhance the
well-being of both people and the planet, fostering
environments where human and ecological health
coexist through multifunctional, biodiverse, and
interconnected green and blue spaces. NbS pro-
motes systems thinking and integrated approaches
across municipal sectors such as housing, utilities,
public health, urban planning, and transportation.
Such interventions lend themselves to an inclusive
‘whole-of-society' approach with co-creation as

an integral element that brings together local and
regional authorities, academia, policymakers, prac-
titioners and civil society to create sustainable and
resilient urban environments.

The EU Green Deal policies strongly support an
increase in EU funding for NbS and recognise NbS as
a key component in achieving the Green Deal goals.
EU policies on sustainable development, disaster

risk reduction, and climate and environmental is-
sues are increasingly embedding NbS in their policy
objectives, actions, and instruments. Similarly, the
European Commission has driven significant efforts
towards the uptake and upscaling of NbS through
the EU-funded research and innovation NbS project
portfolio that provides case studies and imple-
ments best practices in many different contexts.

As a result, NbS are well integrated within the EC
Framework Programme for Research and Innovation,
Horizon 2020, Horizon Europe and EU Missions.

Decision-makers at all levels have gradually begun
to recognise NbS as a more adaptive approach and
a credible method to address key societal issues.
While NbS are increasingly included in the policy
texts of the environmental and research sectors, the
uptake and recognition of NbS co-benefits appear
significantly lower in other sectors. As a cross-dis-
ciplinary concept, NbS can realise its full potential
only when the societal and economic benefits are
recognised, alongside the environmental benefits.
Further integration into related policies (e.g. eco-
nomic development, health and finance) is crucial.
The link to these policy areas may be less obvious
and calls for further research to measure and prove
the co-benefits and social economic outcomes of
NbS (e.g. in terms of health benefits, job creation,
business opportunities).

By aligning gaps and needs with policy themes and
target audiences, NetworkNature can play a crucial
role in mobilising funding, enhancing standards and
harmonisation, increasing awareness, promoting
collaboration, building capacity, and building the
evidence base for NbS.

This report is a first step that will guide the
NetworkNature policy related activities throughout
the project duration from 2024 to 2027.

NetworkNature - NbS Policy Screening and Analysis of Needs and Gaps for 2024-2030 | 13
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The overarching goal for NetworkNature is to ac-
celerate upscaling of Nature-based Solutions (NbS)
implementation in science, business, policy and
practice in line with EU ambitions to address bio-
diversity loss, ecosystem degradation and climate
change by 2030.

The primary target audiences identified for the
NetworkNature policy engagement are:

Sub-national, national and EU policymakers;
Local and regional public authorities, including
public administration and urban planning depart-
ments in the EU.

The secondary target audiences are:

NbS investors, (nature-based) entrepreneurs and
SMEs (public and private);

Educators, education institutions, students, and
environment-oriented civil society;
Infrastructure planners and developers;

Natural resource managers and landowners.

NetworkNature aims to produce a policy toolkit

for national, regional and local policy-makers and
implementers, which will provide guidance and tools
on how to promote NbS in policies and strategies,
planning, public funding, and initiatives with the
private sector.

This report is a first step to mapping the needs and
gaps that such a policy toolkit needs to address.

Chapter 1 provides an introduction which presents
the report’s objectives and target audience and
explains the methodological approach used. It also
explains the concept and definition of NbS and the
types of interventions that are considered to be
NbS.

Chapter 2 describes the policy screening of
current EU and global policies that address the
types of societal challenges that NbS can solve and

assesses whether they explicitly or implicitly address
or promote NbS or not. The focus of the screening
was targeted towards policies that can support the
uptake of NbS or whose objectives can be better
achieved through the inclusion of NbS.

Chapter 3 identifies the gaps and remaining
needs for NbS integration into policy and the
enablers of NbS uptake and upscaling. This
section describes the policy needs that impact NbS
uptake at all stages of their deployment based on

a review of the literature and a series of interviews
with experts.

This policy needs assessment builds on the key
challenges and key research needs identified by
NetworkNature in the European Research and
Innovation Roadmap to 2030 on Nature-based
Solutions. The roadmap was co-developed with
multiple researchers and stakeholders, and iden-
tified nine key challenges and twelve key research
needs in four strategic action areas, including
mainstreaming NbS in policy, and closing the NbS
research-implementation gap.

Chapter 3 also describes enablers of NbS uptake
and upscaling under these headings:

- Integration of NbS into policy and policy
harmonisation;
Standards supporting NbS uptake and
monitoring;
Evidence of effectiveness, economic benefits,
and financial viability of NbS;

- Increased targeting of public funds to NbS and
increasing private financial flows;
Promoting collaboration and participatory pro-
cesses, including collaboration with industry and
investors;

- Upscaling research and innovation on NbS;

- Disseminating knowledge on NbS and communi-
cating best practices;
Education, awareness-raising, training and capac-
ity building.

Chapter 4 draws conclusions from the policy
screening, and the examination of gaps and en-
ablers. The section then explores the resources,
services and opportunities that can be mobilised
and developed for increasing the mainstreaming

NetworkNature - NbS Policy Screening and Analysis of Needs and Gaps for 2024-2030 | 15
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NbS uptake and upscaling of NbS across policy and
practice.

The term NbS was first coined by the World Bank

in 2008. Along with the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the World Bank
searched for innovative solutions to work with
nature to support climate change adaptation and
mitigation while supporting biodiversity and improv-
ing livelihoods (Cohen-Shacham et al., 2016). In early
2010, the European Commission (EC) started pro-
moting NbS and allocating funding to NbS research
and innovation initiatives that focus on integrating
NbS across various sectors, framed around the
multiple benefits that NbS can potentially deliver.

In 2015, the Commission published its definition

of NbS and dedicated significant funding to devel-
oping NbS through the Horizon 2020 programme
(European Commission Directorate-General for
Research and Innovation, 2015).

In 2016, the IUCN adopted resolution 069 which
defined NbS, and the IUCN Global Standard for NbS
was then based on this definition in 2020, which
broadened the potential of NbS to address different
societal challenges, including those beyond climate
(IUCN, 2020). IUCN produced a self-assessment tool,
which was recently released in an online version
(IUCN, 2021). The tool can be used by practitioners to
support the design and verification of NbS and their
delivery of desired outcomes. NbS and the challeng-
es they are designed to address are diverse, but NbS
can be characterised by the degree to which they in-
tervene in ecosystems; ranging from protection and
minimal intervention (type 1), to the implementation
of management approaches for the development of
sustainable and multifunctional ecosystems (type
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2), to intensive management by sustainably restoring
or creating new ecosystems, provided they preserve
biodiversity and deliver various ecosystem services
(type 3) (Eggermont et al., 2015). These NbS types
can be thought of as: protect / conserve, manage /
sustainably use, restore / create.

As NbS have been gaining momentum at the inter-
national level, it was becoming apparent that there
was a need for a multilaterally agreed definition

with operational rigour to avoid potential misinter-
pretation and misuse of the term (Cohen-Shacham
et al, 2016), (UNEA, 2022). At the 5™ United Nations
Environment Assembly (UNEA) in 2022, world
governments discussed and agreed to define NbS as
follows:

“Actions to protect, conserve, restore, sustainably
use and manage natural or modified terrestrial,
freshwater, coastal and marine ecosystems, which
address social, economic and environmental
challenges effectively and adaptively, while simul-
taneously providing human well-being, ecosystem
services and resilience and biodiversity benefits”
(UNEA, 2022).

This multilaterally-agreed definition as well as the
associated UNEA resolution (UNEA Resolution 2,
2022) mark a pivotal step towards the integration of
NbS in key intergovernmental agreements and is ex-
pected to increase the mainstreaming and uptake of
NbS worldwide. The UNEA definition has since been
referred to in decisions framed within the three Rio
Conventions (UNFCCC, UNCBD and UNCCD), and is
increasingly being utilised by the private sector as
well as by the European Commission and the IUCN.

NetworkNature applies the UNEA definition in all
its activities and products. This definition provided
the framework for the identification of the needs
and gaps in the policy framework for upscaling NbS
implementation.
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Figure 4 Inspired by NetZeroCities Policy lab meeting and simplified from Figure 2 in

(Cohen-Shacham et al, 2016)

Late 2000’s: Emergence
of the concept of NbS
(World Bank, IUCN)

2016: The IUCN
resolution defining NbS
and their goals

2022: UNEA5 adoption of
the multilaterally agreed
definition on NbS

2015: European
Commission defines NbS
and starts allocating
funding to NbS R&l

2020: IUCN develops the
Global Standard on NbS

Nature-based Solutions Concepts
and Themes

The NbS concept picks up many of the elements

of earlier concepts, providing a new framing by
focusing on the purpose of achieving environmental,
economic and social benefits together.

The NbS concept is an umbrella concept for many
related terms (EEA, 2021), including":

Green infrastructure;

Blue infrastructure;

Ecosystem-based disaster risk reduction;
Ecosystem-based adaptation;

Natural climate solutions;

Ecological engineering;

Natural water retention measures;
Constructed wetlands;

Sustainable drainage;

Urban greening — green roof, green corridor,
urban park, community garden, urban forest;
Regenerative agriculture, agroecology.

NetworkNature project activities on NbS are guided
by 6 priority themes in which NbS can and do play
an important role. The themes focus on different

aspects of the societal and environmental challeng-
es that NbS address, namely climate resilience, food
security and land and water management, pollution,
and urban and regional transformation, including
place regeneration. It also includes two transversal
themes: the achievement of a benefit for biodiversi-
ty and ecosystems, and sustainable financing. Other
transversal aspects are addressed in each theme,
including water management and the societal and
economic benefits of social justice, cohesion, em-
ployment and economic opportunities, knowledge,
participatory planning and governance, and human
health and well-being.

The following provides an introduction to the
NetworkNature themes:

Biodiversity Enhancement and
Ecosystem Restoration (as
Transversal Topic)

Biodiversity loss stands as one of the triple plane-
tary crisis humanity is facing globally, in addition to
climate change and pollution (UN, 2022). Biodiversity
loss is driven by human activities, changes in land
and sea use, climate change, invasive alien species,

1 Such solutions are NbS when they effectively meet criteria and definition that qualify them as such.
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and pollution. In response to this context, NbS are
increasingly recognised as an effective approach to
address the interconnected facets of this triple crisis.

Indeed, biodiversity benefits lie at the core of NbS
principles, recognising its fundamental role in en-
hancing the resilience of ecosystems. By protecting,
conserving, restoring, sustainably using and managing
natural or modified terrestrial, freshwater, coastal and
marine ecosystems effectively and adaptively, NbS
endeavour to enhance biodiversity and the services it
provides, enhancing resilience and human well-being
while simultaneously providing social and economic
benefits. For example, beyond serving as a buffer
against erosion and storm surges, salt marshes

serve as nurseries and breeding grounds and provide
a haven for unique marine species. Consequently,
restoring such ecosystems safeguards biodiversity
while simultaneously supporting local livelihoods and
reducing disaster risk.

Sustainable Food Systems
(including Soil and Agriculture)

Transforming our current agricultural and food
systems into a sustainable food system is necessary
to address a series of societal challenges: ensuring
food security whilst adapting to climate change,
maintaining farmer livelihoods, and supporting vibrant
rural communities, whilst protecting and restoring
the ecosystem services and natural resources we

get from agricultural land, such as water, biomass,
and rural landscapes. Making our food systems
sustainable requires various transformation journeys,
each with steps and gradations. There are farming
practices that are common to all or most of these
farming systems or farming system transitions.
Although many agricultural stakeholders recognise
these transformations and the practices as NbS, they
may be using other terms to designate them, includ-
ing regenerative agriculture, conservation agriculture,
sustainable agriculture, agroecology, and agroforestry.

Concepts mentioned in the literature that either play
a role in agricultural transformation or as the desired
sustainable farm system include:

Ext