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Northern Ireland’s amazing 
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 future generations 
and creating a nature deficit.

In some cases, we are pushing  
natural resources beyond a threshold 
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 current 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. 

The State of Nature report showed that, 
of all the UK countries, we knew least 
about changes in Northern Ireland’s 
nature. It is still the case that there  
are many species and taxonomic  
groups for which we have no Northern  
Ireland-specific information on trends. 
We need to know much more about 
how Northern Ireland’s nature is faring 
if we are to protect it. 

Through this document, environmental 
organisations commit to further 
monitoring, especially through citizen 
science programmes, and reporting 
through updates to the State of Nature 
report. These commitments need to 

be matched by government, agencies 
and academic commitment to better 
understand the state of Northern 
Ireland’s nature. 

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 take as 
building blocks of a longer-term plan  
for nature. 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 this analysis, please see  
our full report5. 

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. 

Irish hare
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WE RECOMMEND THAT 
THE EXECUTIVE MUST:

1. Set an inspiring 
vision

6. Improve  
health through 
the provision  
of natural  
green spaces

7. Establish strong 
institutions  
for nature

3. Deliver a 
network of 
special places 
for nature

8. Improve 
children’s 
connection  
to nature

9. Provide 
incentives that 
work for nature

5. Safeguard and 
restore species

10. Support people 
working 
together  
for nature

The State of Nature report revealed 
where we are; now we need a 
long-term plan for restoring nature. 

We welcome the Executive’s 
commitment in principle to conserving 
and enhancing its biodiversity – as 
set out in the Biodiversity Strategy for 
Northern Ireland to 20206. However 
we feel that the Strategy as it stands is 
unlikely to meet our Aichi targets7 and  
EU Biodiversity Strategy8 commitments. 

We will continue to work with the 
Government to deliver the Strategy but 
will also use this period to ensure that 
future strategies have strong measures 
in place to enable proper governance, 
monitoring and accountability. We also 
recommend that any future biodiversity 
strategy is given a sound legal footing 
through a Biodiversity Bill.

 In addition, the Executive must begin to 
think beyond 2020, and develop its own 

plan to fully restore Northern Ireland’s 
biodiversity by 2040. The Executive 
must also engage with the UK and other 
country governments on non-devolved 
issues, as well as ensure the promised  
25-year plan to restore the UK’s 
biodiversity9 delivers the actions needed 
to enhance Northern Ireland’s nature. 

We are losing nature at an alarming rate, 
so we must act now to halt and reverse 
these declines, before it is too late.

Our vision for nature

4. Improve 
management 
of the wider 
landscape to 
make room  
for people  
and nature

2. Fully implement, 
defend and 
develop nature 
legislation
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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. By mid-century,  
we want to see: 

 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. 

 Decision-makers who recognise  
that restoring nature is a key  
solution to some of our most 
pressing social, economic  
and environmental problems. 

We need to take action to help  
nature to help us. 

Some actions we propose are new, 
but our analysis also identified a 
range of factors that are limiting the 
effectiveness of existing conservation 
measures. In particular, we need to 
improve the use of resources and the 
implementation and enforcement of  
existing legislation.

2 Fully implement,  
defend and develop  

nature legislation
There are several key areas where we 
need to improve the implementation 
and enforcement of existing nature 
legislation in Northern Ireland, and 
some specific areas where new 
legislation should be created.  
We recommend that the  
Executive should:

 Introduce a Climate Change Act  
for Northern Ireland, and a sectoral 
climate change adaptation strategy, 
to enable society and nature to both 
mitigate and adapt to the effects of 
a changing climate.

What nature needsBelfast Lough is designated as an ASSI, 
SPA, Ramsar and Natura 2000 site
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 Consider the creation of a stronger 
legal framework to make improving 
biodiversity a reality, for example 
through the creation of a  
Biodiversity Bill.

 Fully implement the EU regulation on 
invasive alien species. In particular, 
introduce more effective measures  
to prevent the arrival of invasive 
non-native species. 

 Fully implement the Marine 
(Northern Ireland) Act 2013 to 
effectively contribute to restoring 
Northern Ireland’s outstanding 
marine biodiversity.

 Ensure that River Basin Management 
Plans are properly funded and 
resourced by Government, in order 
to meet our commitment under the 
Water Framework Directive (WFD) 
and avoid sanctions from the EU.

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 business10. 
The Government must: 

 Resist attempts in Europe to weaken 
the Birds and Habitats Directives 
(collectively known as the Nature 
Directives), and work to improve 
their implementation in Northern 
Ireland to secure the recovery of our 
most important species and habitats 
to favourable conservation status. 

3 Deliver a network of  
special places for nature

Protecting special places will always  
be at the heart of conservation.  
To save nature, we need these special 
places to be well-managed and linked 
within a wider landscape that makes 
room for people and nature. We 
recommend that the Executive must:

 Carry out a spatial analysis of the 
ecological network on land and 
at sea, identifying opportunities, 
constraints and missing links in the 

network at all scales. It should also 
designate new areas, or add new 
features to existing designations. 

 Ensure that there is adequately 
resourced provision for effective 
management, surveying, monitoring  
and reporting on the network. 

4 Improve management of the 
wider landscape to make 

room for people and nature
It is not enough simply to protect  
a few isolated sites. We need to  
make space for nature alongside  
people through the way we  
manage the rest of the land  
and sea. The Executive must:

 Properly implement the Strategic 
Planning Policy Statement (SPPS) 
and marine planning process so  
that they effectively protect  
nature from the local to the  
national level. 

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

 Government departments must 
work with local authorities and 
other partnerships to ensure that 
once the ecological network is 
mapped, this is built in at  
the local level and protected  
via the planning system. 

 Ensure that the new higher tier  
agri-environment scheme is properly 
funded, targeted, evidence-based 
and outcome-focussed, with 
sufficient advice and monitoring to 
ensure delivery for priority species, 
habitats and wider public goods.  
The new scheme should include group 
options so that landowners can work 
together on habitat creation and 
restoration at a landscape scale. 

What nature needs

Puffin

C
h

ris G
om

ersall (rsp
b

-im
ag

es.com
)

RESPONSE FOR NATURE 2015  7

 RESPONSE FOR NATURE:  NORTHERN IRELAND



 Map the best areas for High Nature 
Value Farming (HNV) and incentivise 
positive management through  
the Areas of Natural Constraint 
(ANC) scheme. 

 Ensure that the European Maritime 
Fisheries Fund (EMFF) targets 
projects and investments that  
reduce the environmental impact 
from fisheries. 

 Assess new opportunities for  
habitat creation and management, 
for example in the marine 
environment. Also introduce a 
proactive national policy to protect, 
restore and create marine habitat, 
linking economic incentives to 
existing licensing and/or quotas.  

5 Safeguard and  
restore species

Our vision includes halting species’ 
extinctions in Northern Ireland, but 
more than that, we should be restoring 
populations of priority species to a 
healthy state. So, in addition to  

actions on protected sites, we also 
need a more structured approach  
to species interventions. 
 
This should be based on prioritised, 
targeted and planned species recovery 
programmes, which are focussed on 
species on the Northern Ireland  
priority list.  We recommend that:

 There should be a duty on the 
Northern Ireland Executive to  
ensure that resources are found  
for the recovery of priority species. 
This should include funding for 
research and monitoring to enable 
reviews of the priority list and  
habitat recovery programmes  
that deliver species recovery.  

6 Improve local health 
through the provision  

of natural green spaces
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 in helping to 
address these issues. Therefore,  
we recommend that:

 There should be a commitment to 
improve health locally, by increasing 
the extent, quality and accessibility 
of natural green spaces in all urban 
and rural settlements. 

7 Establish strong  
institutions for nature 

Our whole economy relies on nature. 
Real wealth is not just about 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  
their surroundings, which in turn 
lessens their dependence on other 
public services.  
 
We need to value nature more,  
and take it into account across all 
sectors, as well as introduce the tools 
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The Executive should ensure that 
resources are found for the recovery 
of priority species, such as the marsh 
fritillary butterfly
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to include nature in our plans for  
the future. We recommend that  
the Executive should: 

 Consult closely with others on 
the reduction in government 
departments in Northern Ireland, 
and use this as an opportunity – 
particularly with the creation of 
the new Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs 
(DAERA) – to become a leader  
on environmental protection  
and sustainability. 

 Ask that the remit of the Natural 
Capital Committee is extended to 
Northern Ireland, ensuring it:

 becomes an independent  
advisory body to the Northern 
Ireland Executive.

 has the power to carry out 
enquiries and reports which 
demonstrate the value of  
natural capital.

 embeds the values of natural 
capital across government.

8 Improve children’s 
connection to nature 

Today’s young people will be the next 
stewards of the natural environment. 
Our long-term vision must include 
action for every one of them to learn 
about, and connect with nature. 
 
This will encourage them to enjoy 
nature and want to save it, both now 
and in the future. We recommend that:

 The Northern Ireland Executive should 
ensure that outdoor learning in the 
natural environment is embedded 
in the Northern Irish curriculum 
and reflected in school inspections, 
teacher training and support for all 
schools in Northern Ireland. 

9 Provide incentives  
that work for nature 

To save nature, we need to reward 
those who enhance our natural world, 
and make those responsible pay when 
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 Executive 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  
(for example through taxation  
or other regulation).

 
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, the new 
Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs 
(DAERA) should take the  

earliest opportunity to maximise  
the transfer of funding from  
Pillar I to Pillar II in the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) Health 
Check 2017. This will help to  
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, 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. 

Photo suggestion: Green hospital 
grounds

The rare Irish ladies tresses 
orchid can be found at Lough 
Beg National Nature Reserve
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accountability to ensure we meet our  
Aichi targets and EU Biodiversity 
Strategy commitments. We also 
recommend that any future strategy 
is given a sound legal footing 
through a Biodiversity Bill.

 Aim to build capacity amongst MLAs 
on a range of issues affecting the 
environment through the setting 
up of All Party Groups and the 
creation of landscape and species 
ambassadors. The Executive 
should also go further in rolling 
out the Assembly Community 
Connect Fellowship Programme, to 
ensure that MLAs see the value of 
environmental organisations’ work 
on the ground in their constituencies.  

While the above asks are specifically 
required of the Executive, we all have a 
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:

We recommend that the  
Executive should:

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

 

10 Support people working 
together for nature 

To save nature, we all need to play our 
part. We need all of society to care 
about, and take action for, nature. 
Now more than ever, governments and 
environmental organisations need to 
work together, alongside businesses 
and civil society to help nature to help 
us. The Executive should:

 Work with stakeholders to deliver 
the Biodiversity Strategy to 
2020, and use the period of this 
current strategy to make sure 
future strategies include proper 
governance, monitoring and 

 Work proactively across all sectors 
to inspire people about nature. 

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

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

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

 Support our excellent citizen 
scientists, by providing opportunities 
to volunteer and become involved. 

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

 Speak up for nature and, wherever 
needed, play our role in holding  
the Government to account. 
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The Response for Nature: Northern Ireland report is a collaboration between the  
14 conservation organisations listed below:

P
ar

ol
i G

al
p

er
ti

 /
 C

u
b

oi
m

ag
es

rspb.org.uk/responsefornature


