
Recommendations for achieving low carbon 
energy in harmony with nature in the UK



Why energy  
matters to  
the RSPB 
The way that we generate and use energy in the 
UK is driving us towards dangerous climate change 
– one of the greatest threats to wildlife. We have 
made some big strides towards decarbonisation, 
but have a long way to go in tackling our whole 
energy system – including electricity, heat and 
transport – and must make this transition in a  
way that avoids harming wildlife. 



Our  
Energy Vision 
We want an energy system in the UK that is low 
carbon and works for people and wildlife.

In order to understand how we can achieve this, we 
have researched risks to wildlife of all major renewable 
energy technologies and mapped where they could 
be developed to avoid damaging our most important 
places for wildlife. 

We found that with careful planning and big 
strides in demand reduction, we can transition  
to low carbon energy in the UK using high levels  
of renewable energy and avoid significantly 
harming our natural environment.

In order to achieve this we need to make  
10 things happen. 



Set the ambition: 
100% low carbon 
energy by 2050 

The UK Government and devolved Governments 
should set a target of 100% low carbon energy by 
2050 covering electricity, heat and domestic surface 
transport – with a strong emphasis on renewable 
energy. Setting this strong ambition would provide a 
clear framework for the long-term direction of travel 
towards low carbon energy. Our research shows 
that with careful planning to avoid important sites for 
wildlife, meeting the UK’s climate targets with high 
levels of renewable energy is possible with low risk 
for sensitive wildlife and habitats. 

Set an ambitious 
long-term low carbon 
energy target



Use strategic spatial planning 
to help identify suitable sites 
and avoid conflicts 

Plan for nature – 
steer developers to 
the best sites 

The UK Government, devolved Governments and 
Local Authorities have a key role to play in facilitating 
strategic spatial planning, taking account of sensitive 
areas for wildlife, to steer development towards the 
most appropriate sites. Strategic planning also helps 
to minimise conflict in the planning system, leading 
to lower costs and faster progress. Our full report, 
RSPB’s 2050 Energy Vision sets out a methodology 
to support strategic planning at national, regional and 
local scales.



Develop a roadmap 
for decarbonisation in 
harmony with nature 

The UK and devolved Governments need to strategically 
consider how decarbonisation can be delivered in harmony 
with nature in the long-term. This could be achieved by 
using strategic spatial planning, combined with scenario 
modelling and stakeholder input, to help build a robust, 
evidence-based low-carbon energy roadmap covering the 
decarbonisation of electricity, heat and transport. 

A clear framework for how decarbonisation will be 
delivered in harmony with nature would ensure that the 
UK’s low carbon transition aligns with other key policy 
aims, such as delivery of the Aichi Biodiversity Targets. 
 

Roadmaps for the low carbon 
transition should consider 
impacts on nature 



Eliminate  
energy waste 

Ambitious measures to reduce energy waste 
are critical to transition to low carbon energy 
without harming our natural environment. Energy 
savings reduce the requirement for new energy 
infrastructure, helping to avoid associated risks to 
wildlife and helping to ensure energy is affordable. 

The UK and devolved Governments should designate 
energy efficiency as a National Infrastructure Priority 
and implement ambitious policies to improve energy 
efficiency and reduce demand, such as robust 
efficiency standards for new buildings and support 
for home insulation retrofitting. 

Low carbon, energy-efficient 
homes would benefit people 
and wildlife



Close ecological 
data gaps to help 
renewables grow 
sustainably 

Failing to invest in understanding and protecting 
our natural environment holds up the development 
of renewable energy. Closing ecological data gaps, 
especially in the marine environment e.g. through 
seabird tracking studies, could enable renewable 
industries such as wave, tidal and floating wind to 
move forward more quickly and cost-effectively. 

Understanding impacts could be improved through 
more standardised monitoring and systematic storage 
of environmental information at existing projects. 
Currently, large amounts of data gathered at project 
level are not accessible, making it harder and more 
costly for new projects. 

Increase understanding of 
our marine wildlife to help 
renewables progress



Promote low carbon, 
nature-friendly 
innovation 

Many decarbonisation technologies are already 
available, such as onshore wind and solar PV.  
However, in the longer term, meeting targets in 
harmony with nature will require investment in 
innovation. This includes developing a smarter 
grid network, energy storage and technologies to 
unlock renewable energy, particularly in the marine 
environment, such as floating wind turbines. 

Our research shows that there is vast potential  
for development of marine energy in deeper  
waters around the UK, potentially with low risk  
to marine wildlife, if we invest in developing these 
technologies sustainably. 

Invest in innovation 
to unlock low carbon 
technologies 



Transform low carbon 
heat and transport 

Decarbonisation of heat and transport is crucial to 
meeting climate targets. Support is needed to encourage 
shifts to public transport, active travel and more rapid 
uptake of electric vehicles – with 100% of car travel 
using zero emission vehicles by 2050. Measures are 
needed to speed up the transition to low carbon heat 
technologies such as heat pumps. 

Any use of biomass as a transport fuel must be subject 
to robust sustainability standards. The UK and devolved 
Governments should consider introducing legislation 
such as a Warm Homes Act, setting statutory targets  
for renewable heat uptake and energy performance  
of buildings. 
 

Make car travel and 
public transport zero 
carbon by 2050



Make economic 
incentives work for 
nature and the climate 

The transition to low carbon energy will require 
economic incentives to shape the energy mix. The 
UK Government should continue to support well-sited 
onshore wind and solar, as they provide opportunities 
for rapid decarbonisation, and this can be achieved 
in harmony with nature with careful siting. Perverse 
subsidies for fossil fuel industries also need to be 
phased out in order to create a more level playing field, 
and so economic incentives pull in the same direction 
towards decarbonisation. 

Economic incentives need 
to pull together towards  
a low carbon economy 



Ensure bioenergy 
supplies are 
sustainable 

Bioenergy could play a role in the UK’s energy future in 
harmony with nature. However, demand for biomass can 
pose risks to wildlife – imported wood pellets for example 
have been linked to clear felling of highly biodiverse forests 
in the USA. Some biomass feedstocks may not provide 
emissions reductions in comparison to fossil fuels. 

The UK Government needs to ensure standards are in 
place which require lifecycle emissions assessments to 
demonstrate genuine emissions reductions, and use of 
biomass is limited to certified sustainable supply, ensuring 
bioenergy crops do not replace natural habitats. Good 
management of woodlands and wetlands for bioenergy 
could benefit wildlife if done well.  

Set robust standards to 
ensure bioenergy benefits, 
rather than harms, wildlife 



Build a grid network 
fit for the future 

The UK’s grid network will require significant investment 
in upgraded connections, alongside smarter system 
management to integrate high levels of renewable 
electricity. If the grid network is not developed in a 
timely way, it could become a bottleneck that holds  
back the low carbon transition. 

Increased interconnection with other nations will be 
needed to optimise how we use energy, and distribution 
networks need to become smarter in order to integrate 
demand-side response (measures to help match energy 
supply and demand, like smart appliances). 
 

We need a smart grid that 
accommodates high levels 
of renewable energy



Renewables allow us 
to harness energy from 
nature; we can and 
must do this in a way 
that respects nature

#power4nature

Martin Harper, 
RSPB Director  
of Conservation
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