
With Bunloit Estate and Ecosulis working to develop an innovative rewilding credit that 

could create a step-change in how we value ecosystems, we take a deep dive into this 

pioneering rewilding partnership.
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BUNLOIT REWILDING CASE STUDY

Carbon entrepreneur Jeremy Leggett bought the 

500+ hectare Bunloit Estate in the Scottish Highlands 

in spring 2020, funded by an innovative green finance 
bond. The stated aim of the Bunloit Rewilding project 

is to “enable nature recovery and community prosperity 

through rewilding. We want to become one of the 

most impactful accelerators of nature recovery in the 

world by 2026,” says Bunloit’s Carbon and Biodiversity 

Accounting Consultant, Ben Hart.

This aspiration fits with Ecosulis’s goal to make 
rewilding investable by developing techniques to 

quantify units of ecosystem recovery that can be 

produced, traded and invested in. 

In July 2020, Ecosulis and Bunloit teamed up on a 

successful UK Innovation grant application for a 

feasibility study of Ecosulis’s CreditNature platform. This 

comprises of a data engine that integrates different 

data feeds into different types of credit calculators and 

a user interface to support data collection and decisions 

on future land management.

“There are two big trends emerging in markets for 
natural capital credits,” says Dr Paul Jepson, Nature 

Recovery Lead at Ecosulis. 

For Ecosulis, a partnership with Bunloit provides; 

“not only a site to test and demonstrate the 

metrics underpinning our new rewilding token, it 
also helps us expand and partner with networks 
of progressive professionals working to make 
nature recovery a strong business and investment 

proposition,” says Jepson.

Since acquiring the estate, the Bunloit team has 

undertaken a year-long consultation project with 
local communities, government representatives, 

research institutions and specialist organisations 

– including Ecosulis – to identify the best route 

forward for nature recovery.

“

“

One is a growing demand for credits 

based on direct measures of change 

rather than proxies; the other is interest in 

linked carbon and biodiversity credits as 

companies add ‘nature positive’ to their 

existing carbon neutral commitments.

https://www.bunloit.com
https://ecosulis.co.uk/new-ecosulis-project-could-unlock-transformative-funding-for-rewilding/
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For Ecosulis, the Bunloit estate offers a range of land uses 

and habitat types that make it ideal for developing and 

testing a rewilding token and CreditNature platform. 

These include 308 hectares of woodland (60.1%, of 

which 84 hectares or 27.3% is broadleaf), 133 hectares of 

grassland and heath (25.9%), 68.5 hectares of blanket bog 

(13.3%), and 3 hectares of lake (0.6%). Ben Hart says;
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“

“

The combination of multiple habitats in 

a concentrated area gives us, alongside 

our academic and research partners, an 

opportunity to experiment with different 

models and explore a range of nature 

restoration techniques for each habitat. 

Our aim is that lessons from these can be 

applied across other and future estates in 

the Highlands and beyond.

Alongside the living experiment of rewilding, Bunloit is a 

pioneering project for rewilding investment.

https://ecosulis.co.uk/technology-and-nature-restoration/
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Sustainable profitability is one area where the Bunloit 

and Ecosulis teams agree innovation is key. “Although 

we have a range of ‘standard’ land-based income 

opportunities, from forestry to eco-tourism, a key part 

of the business model is the development of on-going 

nature-based income streams,” says Hart. 

Unfortunately, he adds, “these markets are either in 

their infancy, are non-existent in Scotland (such as 

biodiversity net gain), or, in the case of carbon markets, 

have very specific rules about what is seen as additional 

and viable for credit income (carbon markets), 

meaning only certain new areas and situations are 

viable.” The Bunloit and Ecosulis teams hope to explore 

ways to value the maintenance of existing carbon and 

biodiversity stocks, in much the same way as REDD+ 

schemes protect existing rainforests. 

This ties in with Bunloit’s aspiration 

to be “an exemplar natural capital                 

asset-management company,”       

explains Hart.

To substantially increase 
carbon sequestration

To substantially increase 
biodiversity 

To increase local employment 
in nature-based roles 

This aspiration is underpinned by four 

goals that have evolved over the past year:

To make the whole endeavour 
sustainably profitable

1
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3
4
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Since Ecosulis’s partnership with Bunloit began, Ecosulis 

has built a minimum viable CreditNature product that 

includes a dashboard interface, a data engine to evidence 

and calculate carbon and biodiversity credits, and the 

evidence-based design of a rewilding credit.

Of particular interest is Ecosulis’s development of the 

concept of a rewilding token – and the different matrices 

that make this up. One of these is the concept of a 

human-ecosystem engineering index – which relates to 

the level of human interventions on the land. “That was 

a new one for us,” says Hart, explaining that the concept 

came to life during a day spent “doing a site walkaround 

with Paul who was able to identify areas where past 

human activity has ‘engineered’ the land and its ecology, 

such as re-routing streams and installing fences.” The 

process of reengineering these human interventions, 

once identified, offers a potential roadmap for rewilding.

Such insights, and the interventions they inspire, set the 

work at Bunloit apart from other natural capital and 

offsetting schemes.

We believe that creating an opportunity 

for organisations to invest in positive 

nature recovery – rather than just 

offsetting the harm they are doing - will 

create a step-change in the ability to 

deliver the recovery of the natural world 

at the scale that is needed.

“

Hart says that for the Bunloit team, this establishment of 

an ecosystem-level credit that can deliver nature-based 

income would be hugely beneficial. “A rewilding token 

underpinned by granular real-world data, supporting 

the management of the estate as a whole entity for the 

recovery of nature, rather than specific land types or 

habitats within it, would be a game-changer,” he explains.

BUNLOIT REWILDING CASE STUDY
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To inform the future management of the estate, “we are 

aiming to model as accurately as possible the existing 

carbon and biodiversity stocks of the estate before we 

start to make major interventions,” explains Hart.  To this 

end, Bunloit has assembled a consortium of partners to 

‘baseline’ carbon stocks and biodiversity found in different 

‘eco-parcels’ across the estate. 

The concept of eco-parcels was developed as part of the 

CreditNature platform design and integrates ecological 

variability and the boundaries of land units traditionally 

used by the estate’s land managers. The Ecosulis team 

is deploying this data in the various algorithms that 

underpin the rewilding credit. 

Rewilding is about restoring ecosystem processes and 

dynamics so that ecosystems can expand, leading to 

biodiversity ‘uplift’ and carbon sequestration. Several UK 

rewilding approaches are taking a ‘passive rewilding’ 

approach where human interventions are withdrawn 

and ecosystems allowed to recover in their own way. 

However, in situations where human management 

has seriously altered ecosystems – for example through 

creating commercial conifer plantations or highly 

improved pasturelands – interventions are needed to 

reset the system and create the starting conditions for 

the ecosystem to recover well. 

Working with Ecosulis’s Innovation team enabled Hart’s 

team to use CreditNature to “stratify different habitats 

across the estate, which gave us distinct eco-parcels to 

monitor and identify management solutions for,” he says.

The Ecosulis team also did a desktop 

assessment of the estate using the 

DEFRA Biodiversity Metric 2.0 tool 

developed for use in England to calculate 

biodiversity credits. This identified the 
peat wetlands and heathland areas as 

highly distinctive and important areas to 

be protected.

“
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This is what we term ‘assisted rewilding’, says Jepson, 

“and in cases such as Bunloit that are looking to 

generate carbon, biodiversity and rewilding credits 

that can be sold to generate a financial income we 

may advise accelerated rewilding where additional 

interventions are made to ‘kickstart’ key natural 

processes.”

These are likely to be dramatic, in order to kickstart 

rewilding as effectively as possible. “One initial 

intervention, starting this September, is the clear-felling 

of some of our non-native conifer plantations,” says Hart. 

“

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5850908674228224
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Hart adds that the assessment threw up some 

complicating challenges; “several of the non-native 

conifer plantations had been planted on our peatlands, 

where they have been slowly drying out and eroding 

the high concentrations of organic carbon over the 

last few decades. Although we are clear that removing 

these quickly is the right thing to do, the initial removal 

will cause a lot of disturbance and initially release large 

amounts of carbon into the atmosphere. We will be 

working with Ecosulis and other specialists to help 

identify how best we can quickly move these habitats 

back into carbon sinks,” he adds.

Another key challenge on the estate is the proliferation 

of gorse bushes. “Although native, these are very fast-

growing and can be seen as invasive,” says Hart. 

Already we are seeing them take 

over large areas of the unimproved 

grassland areas – an important habitat 

our local ecologists are keen on 

preserving. An idea developed through 

conversations with Ecosulis and our 

estate rangers is to use the gorse areas 

to plant strategic native broadleaves. 

The gorse creates a natural protection 

‘nursery’ for the growing saplings, and 

over time the growing trees shade it 

out, creating a natural gorse control 

mechanism while also encouraging 

increased biodiversity and new carbon 

sequestration.

Although the carbon locked up in these represents 27% of our existing woodland ‘stock’, 

the clear advice from all parties was to remove these as quickly as possible to stimulate 

biodiversity recovery and carbon sequestration via native broadleaves. A walk in any of 

these plantations shows they are biological deserts – with little light penetrating, nothing 

grows underneath. Removing and restoring them to non-native, biodiverse woodlands is 

likely to be transformative,” says Hart.

“

“

“
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Over the past year, the team at Bunloit has been on a 

steep upward learning curve regarding all areas of land 

management, community engagement and scientific 

understanding of natural eco-systems. “The partnership 

with Ecosulis has helped us greatly in terms of our 

understanding of the different eco-parcels and the 

rewilding and credit generating opportunities within 

them,” says Hart. “Frankly, as we are working with the 

entire web-of-life here, it can be overwhelming to weigh 

up the right options! Having partners like Ecosulis to 

help guide that trajectory has been invaluable,” he says, 

adding that the Bunloit team is excited about future 

opportunities for collaboration. 

The whole project is an evolving work in process. 

The Ecosulis team is equally enthusiastic about the 

rewilding experiment at Bunloit and the ongoing 

refinement of CreditNature as rewilding takes hold. 

“Bunloit is one of a number of pilot estates for the 

development and testing of our rewilding token,”           

says Jepson.

To find out more about investing in nature recovery, read 

more about CreditNature and Ecosulis’s greening finance 

solutions here.

“

“

We continue to build on the model of 

using innovative technology solutions 

that are coming to market – for example 

using satellite imagery and LIDAR 

drone surveys to map out the habitats 

in granular detail and monitor changes 

over time,” says Hart. As more data 

emerges, and interventions are designed 

in response, understanding increases. 

“Paul’s feedback on human interventions 

is feeding into how the rangers manage 

the estate, aiming to remove as much 

human impact as possible over time, 

to allow natural systems to reinstate 

themselves in a rewilded future.
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“

“

We have the potential to accelerate the 

development process thanks to the data 

Bunloit is generating and the dedicated 

team working on site.

https://ecosulis.co.uk/greening-finance/

