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ORR plan and report 2025

Introduction

1.

The Environment (Wales) Act 2016 introduced an enhanced biodiversity and
resilience of ecosystems duty (the Section 6 duty) for public authorities in the
exercise of functions in relation to Wales. The Section 6 duty requires that public
authorities must “seek to maintain and enhance biodiversity in the exercise of
functions in relation to Wales, and in so doing promote the resilience of ecosystems,
so far as consistent with the proper exercise of those functions”.

The Office of Rail and Road (ORR) falls within the definition of public authority under
the terms of the Environment (Wales) Act 2016 and we are required to produce a
report on our performance in relation to the biodiversity duty under Section 6. We

meet this duty alongside our other statutory duties, set out primarily in the Railways
Act 1993.

This report focuses on our approach to biodiversity and the exercise of the ORR’s
statutory functions in relation to Wales in the period January 2023 to December
2025. It follows our two previous reports, which we have reviewed when updating this
report. Our report is proportionate to the size and type of our organisation, with
regard to the action for biodiversity we can carry out.

Our approach to regulating biodiversity

4.

ORR is both an economic and safety regulator, our role varies across the United
Kingdom and with the organisations that we regulate. We regulate the rail industry's
health and safety performance, we hold Network Rail and High Speed 1 to account,
and we make sure that the rail industry is competitive and fair. We are also the
monitor of National Highways (in England) and we have economic regulatory
functions in relation to railways in Northern Ireland and the UK section of the Channel
Tunnel.

For the purposes of the Environment (Wales) Act 2016, under the reporting guidance
set out by the Welsh Government, we consider ourselves to be a “Group 2”
organisation. Although we do not own any land in Wales and do not have offices or
carry out land management in Wales, our teams are active on the ground in Wales
across all our rail regulatory activity. As such we are an organisation:

e whose functions are connected with biodiversity and/or land management, and


https://www.orr.gov.uk/sites/default/files/om/our-rail-and-road-duties.pdf
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e we can influence those who own or manage land.

ORR is not the environmental regulator for rail — in Wales this activity is undertaken
by Natural Resources Wales. However, both our safety and economic regulatory
roles in Wales provide us an opportunity to positively influence biodiversity. The
primary way in which we can deliver against the requirements of the Environment
(Wales) Act is through holding Network Rail to account for its management of the rail
network and lineside in Wales. We provide further detail of the activity we undertake
that may have an impact on biodiversity below.

The railway in Wales

7.

Network Rail’'s Wales route links the major towns and cities of Cardiff, Newport,
Swansea, Wrexham and Shrewsbury, as well as providing connectivity in more rural
areas. The route is part of the wider Wales & Western region.

The Core Valley Lines (CVL) network has been owned by Transport for Wales since
28 March 2020, and the Infrastructure Manager is Seilwaith Amey Cymru / Amey
Infrastructure Wales Limited (AIW). Since the transfer of CVL from Network Rail to
Transport for Wales, we no longer hold a formal Holding to Account (HTA) role in
relation to CVL. However, we are not indifferent to developments on the CVL
network. As part of our HTA role for Network Rail, we maintain an active interest in
how Network Rail works with and interfaces with CVL, particularly where there are
implications for wider network performance, safety, or strategic alignment.

Most passenger rail services in Wales (and between Wales and the rest of Great
Britain) are operated by Transport for Wales. Great Western Railway, CrossCountry
and Avanti West Coast also operate passenger services in Wales. Rail freight
services are also very important, moving various commaodities, particularly steel on
the South Wales Main Line within Wales and beyond.

ORR activity in relation to biodiversity

10. As suggested in the Guidance for Section 6 — The Biodiversity and Resilience of

Ecosystems Duty, the most relevant Nature Recovery Action Plan objectives for the
purposes of this report are 1, 4 and 6. These are:

° NRAP objective 1: Engage and support participation and understanding to
embed biodiversity throughout decision-making at all levels.

° NRAP objective 4: tackle key pressures on species and habitats; and
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11.

° NRAP objective 6: put in place a framework of governance and support for
delivery.

When carrying out our regulatory functions, we undertake a variety of activity on both
a cyclical and targeted basis which encompasses or is linked to biodiversity issues.

Scrutinising Network Rail’s management of the network

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

We hold Network Rail to account for delivery of its licence obligations and for the
commitments it has made in the context of its five-year funding cycles — our activity
on biodiversity in Wales is included in this activity.

We set out how performance will be monitored in this five-year funding period (April
2024 to March 2029), through specific agreed measures. In some cases, more
detailed assessments are carried out, where we and Network Rail agree to appoint
an independent expert to review management and operational practices and identify
areas for improvement. Since our last report (covering up to December 2022) the
performance framework for overseeing rail infrastructure has been updated in 2023.

Our final determination, published in October 2023 requires Network Rail to improve
biodiversity across its estate between 2024 and 2029, in line with the Environment
Act 2021 and the UK government’s Environmental Improvement Plan. We will track
progress using a publicly reported measure called biodiversity units. These units
represent the value of habitats for wildlife, based on factors such as habitat type,
condition, and strategic importance. This approach follows Natural England’s
Biodiversity Metric 3.0, which is the standard method for assessing biodiversity. For
the Wales & Western region, our goal is to increase biodiversity units by 4% over five
years, meaning we aim to improve the overall quality and quantity of habitats
compared to the starting point.

To make sure improvements are measured consistently across the country, we will
continue working with Network Rail to apply this approach in all regions. We will also
support the development of additional measures where needed for example, to meet
Welsh Government priorities or to track biodiversity gains on specific projects.

In addition to improving biodiversity, we have asked Network Rail to explain how it
will use nature-based solutions, such as restoring habitats or working with partners to
support biodiversity, and how it will report on progress. We expect this to include how
delivery will meet targets set out in the UK Government’s Environmental
Improvement Plan. We expect Network Rail to focus on options for improving
biodiversity through better practices and designs within its estate, rather than
offsetting.


https://www.gov.uk/government/news/biodiversity-30-metric-launched-in-new-sustainable-development-toolkit
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/biodiversity-30-metric-launched-in-new-sustainable-development-toolkit
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Monitoring Network Rail’s biodiversity performance

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

We continue to oversee how biodiversity performance is tracked across Wales. While
data for April 2024 to March 2025 is not yet available, we have reviewed the latest
figures (April 2023 to March 2024) and confirmed that biodiversity units in Wales &
Western remain broadly in line with the baseline, meeting the short-term ambition of
“no net loss.”

During the first 18 months of the current five-year funding cycle, we have been
working with Network Rail to agree an approach for how it will adopt and report
performance on the implementation of nature-based solutions both within its estate
and through collaborative working with partners.

Before publishing our decisions for this funding cycle, we also shared findings from
an independent review of how Network Rail manages vegetation along railway lines.
This review was carried out on 1 April 2022 to 31 March 2023 and looked at how
vegetation can be managed to protect habitats while keeping the railway safe. A key
recommendation was for Network Rail to create integrated vegetation and habitat
management plans for all region and routes.

Following the publication of the independent reporter work on lineside vegetation
management in 2023, we assessed progress for each of Network Rail’s regions later
in 2023. Our findings for the Wales & Western region indicated that it was
progressing positively with setting up governance processes and looking to start
pilots at 14 locations to combine vegetation and habitat management plans.
However, our assessment did indicate that further progress was needed to ensure a
link between Habitat Management Plans and biodiversity net gain; we consider the
former to be a crucial management plan to set where net gain would be achieved and
how.

Network Rail published its refresh of its environmental strategy for the railway, a
Greener Railway which has included a number of commitments by 2030 and longer-
term ambitions by 2035, including for nature and biodiversity.

We continue to have regular meetings and dialogue with Natural Resources Wales
(NRW) in the period since January 2023. We are pleased to hear that NRW and the
Network Rail Wales route have committed to and signed a new MOU since January
2023 for how the two organisations can work together on a number of environmental
aspects.


https://www.networkrail.co.uk/sustainability/
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23.

24.

Weather resilience and adaptation

We monitor and hold Network Rail to account for delivering against regional Weather
Resilience and Climate Change Adaptation (WRCCA) plans, ensuring the five-year
funding cycles weather resilience commitments are met. We have also introduced a
new weather resilience metric to track delivery of WRCCA actions.

Our oversight includes assessing the sufficiency of Network Rail’s resilience funding
through the periodic review process. Key aspect of this process was each region
submitting a WRCCA plan with timebound actions. We also supported the
development of Network Rail’s Adaptation Pathways Approach to inform strategic,
risk-informed decision-making for the next five-year funding cycles (April 2029 to
March 2034).

For Wales, resilience planning is captured within the Wales & Western WRCCA plan.
We monitor delivery twice a year and report yearly progress through our annual
assessment of Network Rail. We have commissioned independent review in the past
to assess the maturity of the plan and associated planning processes and may do so
again in the future.

Licensing activity

25.

We require all rail licence holders (infrastructure managers like Network Rail and
Core Valley Lines, and passenger and freight train operators) to have Environmental
Arrangements in place designed to protect the environment from the effect of the
licensed activities. These environmental arrangements comprise an environmental
policy, operational objectives and management arrangements, and should take into
account any relevant guidance from ORR. We conducted an assessment of licence
holders' arrangements in April 2023 to March2024.

Authorisation of new infrastructure / rolling stock

26.

We have a role in relation to authorisations of new infrastructure or rolling stock.
Authorisation is in the main about compliance to technical specifications. The
specifications include parameters associated with certain essential requirements and
one of those is Environmental Protection.

Review of s6 Duty

27.

Through production of this 2025 report, we have reviewed our approach to delivering
our Section 6 duty. The key issues highlighted are:


https://www.orr.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-05/orr-review-railway-licence-holders-environmental-arrangements-2023-2024.pdf
https://www.orr.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-05/orr-review-railway-licence-holders-environmental-arrangements-2023-2024.pdf
https://www.orr.gov.uk/guidance-compliance/rail/health-safety/laws/interoperability/authorisations-made-under-railways-interoperability-regulations-2011
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° Introduction of Biodiversity Performance Measures for the current funding
period: For the first time, ORR has introduced a publicly reported biodiversity
performance measure for Network Rail, based on Biodiversity Units using
Natural England’s Biodiversity Metric 3.0. This marks a significant step in
embedding biodiversity into the regulatory framework and enables clearer
tracking of progress across the period up to March 2029.

° Monitoring and Accountability for Biodiversity Net Gain: we expect
Network Rail to achieve a 4.0 percentage point improvement in biodiversity
units by 2029, alongside its longer-term ambition for 10% net gain by 2035. We
are actively monitoring progress and in continuous dialogue with Wales &
Western.

° Independent Review and Habitat Management Planning: Following an
independent review of lineside vegetation management, we have encouraged
Network Rail to integrate habitat and vegetation management plans. We
continue to assess progress and have called for stronger governance and
clearer links to biodiversity net gain.

° Nature-Based Solutions and Collaborative Working: we are working with
Network Rail to define and monitor nature-based solutions. While categorisation
has been agreed, further clarity is needed on reporting mechanisms. We also
welcome the new MOU between Network Rail Wales route and NRW to support
joint environmental efforts.

28. Our next report will be published by December 2028.
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