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England’s wonderful nature is 
vital for our society, culture and 
economy. It enriches our lives 

and provides us with vital services:  
from flood protection and pollination  
of our crops and flowers, to boosting 
our health and well-being.  

As well as many practical reasons 
for conserving species, habitats and 
important sites, which are often 
undervalued and overlooked, there 
is a strong ethical case for nature 
conservation. We are taking more  
from the natural world than we are 
putting back, leaving less for ourselves 
and future generations, and creating  
a nature deficit.

In some cases, we are pushing  
natural resources beyond thresholds 
from which they may never recover.  
In others, we are simply using them  
up. We should address this deficit  
and hand on a country richer in  
nature to the next generation. 

Nature matters

“The natural world, its biodiversity and its constituent 
ecosystems are critically important to our well-being  
and economic prosperity.”2

People love nature
Public attitudes and support for nature reflect the range  
of reasons why nature conservation is important:

 88% of the UK population believe that  
biodiversity is indispensable for the production  
of goods, such as food, fuel and medicines.

 90% feel that our well-being and quality of life  
is based on nature and biodiversity.

 94% agree we have a moral obligation to halt 
biodiversity loss.1

Access to green and blue spaces 
improves our health and well-being, 
and helps to deepen our relationship 
with the natural world
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In 2013, 25 of the UK’s nature 
conservation and research 
organisations came together to 

produce the State of Nature report, 
setting out the state of our wildlife3.  
 
This groundbreaking report highlighted 
significant and worrying population 
declines, and revealed that far more 
species were declining than increasing  
in the UK, including some of our  
most treasured wildlife. 

Trends in England were similar to those 
in the rest of the UK. For example, 60% 
of our flowering plants were declining; 
half of these were declining strongly.

Pressures on nature 
There are five main pressures on nature4: 

 habitat change (loss, degradation 
and fragmentation)

 climate change

 pollution

 over-exploitation

 invasive non-native species.

These pressures are all driven by our 
consumption patterns and exacerbated 
by our increasing disconnection from 
nature. This document sets out actions 
that are needed to address these 
pressures and enable nature to recover.  

Our response
In this document, our “Response”,  
we set out some of the key actions  
that the Government must include as 
part of its 25-year biodiversity plan5. 
These actions are based on a detailed 
analysis of existing conservation 
mechanisms and how they could be 
improved. For the full list of actions, 
and details of how we carried out the 
analysis, please see our full report6. 

Businesses also have an important role 
to play in saving nature. As a result, 
organisations involved in the State 
of Nature partnership will be working 
with key businesses to identify ways in 
which the sector can help to improve 
the fortunes of nature across the UK.

Nature is in trouble

Key findings of the State of Nature report

 60% of the 3,148 species that were assessed  
had declined in the last 50 years, and 31%  
had declined strongly. 

 A new Watchlist Indicator assessing the state 
of 155 priority species showed that they had 
declined by 77% in the last 40 years. 

 One in ten of the 6,000 species assessed using 
modern Red List criteria are thought to be at  
risk of extinction in the UK.

 We know less about some taxonomic groups,  
such as non-insect invertebrates, fungi and  
many marine species. But if they are following  
the trends we know about, they are also likely 
to be suffering significant declines. 
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The State of Nature report  
revealed where we are. Now we 
need a plan for where we should 

go. This should be a long-term plan for 
restoring nature and it should set out 
the action we need from Government, 
businesses, landowners, civil society  
and the public. 

We welcome the Government’s 
commitment to a 25-year plan to 
restore the UK’s biodiversity5. This must 
be ambitious and inspirational in setting 
out what state the natural environment 
should be in for the next generation in 
England. The plan also needs to identify 
actions that help nature to help us.

For policies that are reserved/
not devolved, the UK Government 
will need to consult the devolved 
administrations. We are losing nature 
in England at an alarming rate, so we 
must act now to halt and reverse this 
decline, before it is too late – not only 
for nature itself, but for us too.

Our vision for nature

WE RECOMMEND THAT 
THE GOVERNMENT 

PLAN MUST:

1. Include an 
inspiring vision 
for the natural 
environment and 
a sustainable 
economy

6. Improve the 
connection 
of people to 
nature, to deliver 
benefits for 
health and well-
being

2. Set Government 
goals for  
nature and 
natural capital

7. Provide  
smarter financial 
instruments  
for nature

3. Defend and 
implement  
the laws that 
conserve nature

8. Develop greener 
institutions and 
embed nature 
across Government

4. Deliver an 
ecological 
network on  
land and at sea

9. Set five-year 
milestones with 
accountability  
to Parliament

5. Safeguard and 
restore species

10. Support  
people working 
together for 
nature
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To ensure its recovery, nature 
needs the Government to take  
a number of actions. 

1 Set an inspiring vision
Put simply, nature needs to be 

part of our lives. To achieve this, the 
Government must set a trajectory for 
nature’s recovery so that, by 2040,  
we have:

 A country richer in nature on land 
and at sea – with healthy habitats, 
thriving species and more protection 
for a network of special places.

 
 People connected to nature, 

appreciating wildlife and wild  
places, and benefitting from the 
health, wealth and prosperity  
they can provide. 

Saving nature cannot be the job of  
just one Government department.  
The 25-year plan to restore biodiversity 
must be owned and supported across 
Whitehall. We need recognition that 
restoring nature is a key solution to 
some of our most pressing social, 
environmental and economic problems.

The plan should set out the action we 
need from Government, businesses, 
landowners, civil society and the public. 

2 Set goals for nature  
and natural capital

To help encourage nature’s recovery, 
the plan should include realistic but 
ambitious outcomes. For example,  
we need to safeguard more of our  
land and sea. The Government’s plan 
should include:

 A short-term outcome to ensure the 
implementation of international 
commitments to secure the effective 
management of a sixth of land for 
nature by 2020.

 A long-term (2040) goal on the 
sustainable management of land  
and sea.  

What nature needs

Coastal realignment can be good for 
nature and good for flood protection, 
like at Steart Marshes in Somerset
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3 Defend and implement the 
laws that conserve nature

Our most important laws that 
safeguard species and special places  
– the Birds and Habitats Directives – 
are under threat, despite the fact  
that they are good for people, good  
for nature and good for business7.  
The Government must: 

 Resist attempts in Europe to 
weaken the Birds and Habitats 
Directives, and work to improve their 
implementation in England to secure 
the recovery of our most important 
species and habitats to favourable 
conservation status.

It should also ensure full implementation 
of legislation that aims to reduce some 
of the biggest pressures that nature 
faces. The Government should:

 Support the introduction of a  
low-carbon infrastructure plan, 
including energy and transport,  
to deliver UK Climate Act 
commitments and protect nature.

 Fully implement the Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive, protecting 
key habitats and species and taking 
specific measures to address a 
range of pressures, from fisheries 
to pollution, marine litter and 
underwater noise.  

 Meet our commitments to the 
EU Water Framework Directive, 
including fully implementing and 
resourcing River Basin Management 
Plans to achieve “good status” for 
our water bodies.  

 Fully implement the EU Regulation on 
Invasive Alien Species. In particular, 
introduce more effective measures  
to prevent the arrival of invasive  
non-native species that pose the 
highest risks. 

4 Deliver an ecological 
network on land and at sea

To save nature, we need special places 
to be protected and well managed,  
and linked within a wider landscape 

with room for people and nature.  
As we aim to build enough homes  
for people, we must make sure we 
make space for nature. A national 
network of wildlife sites was  
described in the Lawton review9, 
and promised in Biodiversity 2020 
commitments10. This network must 
cover terrestrial, marine and connecting 
habitats. The approach to achieve this 
has been summed up in the phrase: 
“more, bigger, better and joined”.

The planning system has a key role  
to play in enabling ecologically  
coherent planning from the 
neighbourhood and local levels 
upwards. The National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF) contains positive 
policies for biodiversity, including the 
creation of ecological networks.

To establish an ecologically coherent 
network, the NPPF and marine 
planning process need to be properly 

implemented, so that they protect 
nature effectively from the local to 
national level. The Government  
must therefore make the planning 
system on land and at sea work  
for nature by:

 Ensuring all local authorities have 
access to adequate ecological 
expertise and information, to  
enable them to plan and manage 
nature-positive development  
and infrastructure. 

 Aligning the work of Defra, its 
agencies, local authorities, Local 
Nature Partnerships and others to 
create a national ecological network, 
built at the local level and protected 
via the planning system.

 Completing a spatial analysis of the 
ecological network, to identify:

 where conservation management 
needs improving and implement 

What nature needs

Peatland restoration is good for  
wildlife and the carbon it stores is 
worth £570 million8 to us in benefits
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action to address the  
areas highlighted. 

 where the missing links are  
in the network at all scales,  
on land and at sea, designating 
these as new sites or adding  
new features to existing sites.  

 Ensuring marine plans are 
ecosystem-based. They need to:

 safeguard important habitats 
and species outside the Marine 
Protected Area (MPA) network.

 encourage development based  
on environmental sensitivity, 
as well as technical opportunity.

 Ensuring the importance of 
terrestrial, marine and coastal 
habitats for ecosystem services, such 
as flood protection, is accounted for.  

5 Safeguard species
We must halt species extinctions 

in England, but more than that, we 
should be restoring priority species  
to favourable conservation status, 
where populations recover to a  
healthy state. This will require the 

restoration and connection of  
habitats across the landscape as 
envisaged in the Lawton report. 

In addition, given their precarious  
state, there must be specific,  
targeted action to protect and  
restore our most threatened species.  
The Government must: 

 Ensure that resources are found to 
enable the recovery of all threatened 
species (a “Saving Species Fund”).

6 Improve people’s 
connection to nature

Most people inherently view themselves 
as part of nature11. Being in and around 
nature has been found to have a wealth 
of benefits for human health, well-being 
and social equality12,13. With society 
experiencing the crises of widespread 
obesity and mental illness, a healthy 
natural environment has a vital role to 
play. Therefore, we recommend that:

 By 2018, 1% of the public health 
budget should be invested in using 
the preventative and restorative 

value of nature to provide cost 
effective health solutions. This should 
include a commitment to improve 
public health locally, by increasing 
the extent, quality and accessibility  
of natural green and blue spaces  
in all urban and rural settlements. 

Our children will be the next stewards of 
the natural environment. Therefore, our 
long-term vision must include action to 
ensure that every one of them will learn 
about, and connect with, nature. This 
will encourage them to enjoy nature 
and want to save it, both now and in 
the future. The Government should:

 Amend Section 78 of the Education 
Act 2002 to include learning to 
care for the natural environment as 
a requirement of “a balanced and 
broadly based curriculum” for all 
schools in England.

7 Provide smarter  
financial instruments

To save nature, we need to reward 
those who enhance our natural world, 
and make those responsible pay when 

Learning from wildlife benefits  
our children and nature’s future
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we take more from it than we put back. 
Under the current system, taxpayers 
pay billions of pounds a year to make 
up for damage to nature. Instead, we 
should remove the perverse subsidies 
that incentivise pollution, degradation 
and over-exploitation and create the 
right incentives to help businesses  
and communities contribute to  
saving nature.  

We recommend that the  
Government should:   

 Identify the areas where existing  
land- or sea-use harms nature, 
and where damage is not 
being adequately mitigated or 
compensated for, and set out 
how these factors can be addressed.

 Establish a tax on the use of  
non-renewable resources to be 
paid into a “Natural Wealth Fund”. 
This could then be invested and 
distributed to support the delivery  
of the 25-year plan. 

We need to find new ways of financing 
nature and ensure that the funding 
available is put to best use. But it 
should also be realised that the benefits 
of restoring nature easily outweigh the 
costs. We recommend that:

 In the short term, Defra should  
follow Wales’ lead, and take the 
earliest opportunity to maximise  
the transfer of funding from 
Pillar I to Pillar II of the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) to help 
protect and restore nature through 
land management schemes. 

 The UK Government should lobby  
the EU institutions to extend the 
ability to transfer funding from  
Pillar I to Pillar II, from 15% to at 
least 25% in the current CAP period.

 In the longer term, the Government 
should develop a new contract 
between land managers and the 
State to ensure that public funds  
pay for public goods (including  
the conservation of nature)  
to benefit society. This should  
include a fundamental revision  
of the current CAP.

There is compelling evidence to show 
that tailored agri-environment schemes 
are benefitting target species14.  
The Government should:

 Use the increased nature funding 
from the CAP to expand in area, and 
improve the targeting of, higher tier 
agri-environment agreements. This 
would maximise the delivery of public 
goods, particularly the conservation 
of priority species and habitats. 

8 Develop greener  
institutions and embed  

nature across Government
Our whole economy relies on nature. 
Real wealth is about more than GDP: 
it is about better lives. A healthier, 
happier population is less reliant on the 
NHS, better educated, better informed 
and has a far greater appreciation and 
connection to its surroundings, which 
in turn lessens its dependence on 
other public services. We need to value 
nature better, both intrinsically and 

monetarily, and take it into account 
across all sectors, as well as introduce 
the tools to strategically include  
nature in our plans for the future. We 
recommend that Government should:

 Bolster and widen the remit of the 
Natural Capital Committee (NCC) 
and give it statutory powers to:

 scrutinise the environmental 
impact of new regulations  
and incentives;

 propose new policies for 
incorporating the value of  
nature in decision-making;

 exercise oversight of national 
natural capital accounts to be 
published annually;

 monitor and report on progress 
towards targets and milestones 
within the 25-year plan.

 Empower existing conservation 
delivery agencies to do their job 
and ensure restoring nature is 
central to their responsibilities. 
Natural England should advise the 

Photo suggestion: Green hospital 
grounds

Lapwings are one of many species  
that can benefit from targeted  
agri-environment schemes

M
ike L

an
e (rsp

b
-im

ag
es.com

)

RESPONSE FOR NATURE 2015  9

 RESPONSE FOR NATURE:  ENGLAND



Government on how to achieve net 
gain for nature and be supported 
in taking firm regulatory action to 
defend wildlife when it is threatened.  

9 Set five-year  
milestones with 

accountability to Parliament 
Long-term plans need short-term 
milestones, success criteria, regular 
monitoring and reporting if they  
are to be achieved. The plan for  
nature needs five-year milestones 
and must align with the existing 
commitments in Biodiversity 202010.  
The Government must:

 Develop five-year milestones to outline 
ambition, practical action required 
and accountability for action.

 Introduce a reporting requirement  
on the Secretary of State to ensure 
that Parliament is kept informed, 
through regular evidence-based 
reports, on the overall state of 
English nature, including the  
status of threatened species. 

Nature and Well-being Act

One approach that could deliver 
some of the recommendations in this 
document would be the introduction  
of a Nature and Well-being Act15.  
This could do for nature what the 
Climate Change Act is doing for driving 
down greenhouse gas emissions. 

The Act would provide a legal 
commitment to nature’s recovery and a 
statutory framework to achieve this in 
a generation. It would build on, rather 
than replace, existing nature legislation 
and would place nature at the heart of 
decision making, reflecting the vital role 
that nature plays in people’s lives. 

Elevating the profile of nature and 
the accountability of Government 
for its recovery should drive progress 
for nature, and for our individual and 
collective well-being.

10 Support people working 
together for nature 

While the previous nine asks are 
specifically required of Government, 
we all have our part to play in saving 
nature. Each and every one of us  
needs to care about, and take action 
for, nature – before it’s too late.
By working together, the conservation 
movement will:

 Work proactively across all  
sectors of society to inspire  
people about nature.

 Help progressive land managers and 
businesses to identify how we can 
collaborate for nature.

 Help the Government to deliver its 
ambition “to engage significantly 
more people in biodiversity issues,  
be aware of its value, and take 
positive action”10. 

 Give regular updates on what  
is happening to nature, via the  
State of Nature report. 

 Support our excellent citizen 
scientists, by providing opportunities 
to volunteer and get involved in  
this work. 

 Care for places that we own or 
manage, and make improvements  
to benefit nature and, where 
possible, deliver benefits for  
people’s well-being.

 Work with the Government and its 
agencies to help nature to help us.

 Speak up for nature and, wherever 
needed, play our role in holding the 
Government to account.

Volunteers make a massive 
contribution to monitoring nature
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The Response for Nature: England report is a collaboration between the  
26 conservation organisations listed below:
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