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Abstract

Biodiversity loss is a critical global concern with profound implications for ecosystems
and human wellbeing. As one of the most nature-depleted countries in the world, the UK
must act to secure a future for both people and nature. This paper outlines five priority
areas where the UK government should focus to ensure nature restoration is central to
political ambition:

1. Establish a cross-party and cross-administration assembly on nature recovery.
2. Commit to legally binding and meaningful targets for nature recovery.

3. Significantly increase funding for nature recovery.
4

. Develop a land and water use framework that strategically balances management
priorities across the UK.

o

Integrate nature recovery into all policies and commitments across all sectors.

6. We emphasise the importance of engaging with local actors to facilitate
transformative change in these key areas through in-depth and meaningful
engagement.

Introduction

Biodiversity loss is a critical global concern with profound implications for ecosystems
and human wellbeing (Cardinale et al., 2012; IPBES, 2019). Research shows that
species are becoming extinct at rates significantly higher than during previous
catastrophic historical events (Ceballos et al., 2017; Desalle & Amato, 2017; Kolbert,
2014). The worldwide decline in biodiversity is occurring despite over 50 years of diverse
government efforts to combat biodiversity loss (Xu et al., 2021).
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The recently adopted Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (CBD, 2022)
codifies the commitment of over 190 countries to protect 30 per cent of terrestrial land
by 2030 (hereon, 30 by 30) and marks one of the most ambitious environmental
agreements of the 21st century (Hughes & Grumbine, 2023). However, international
agreements to address transnational public issues are ineffective without national
compliance (Ferraro & Failler, 2024). Achieving 30 by 30, reducing extinction risk, and
reversing biodiversity decline will require nature recovery efforts worldwide on an
unprecedented scale. As Diaz et al. (2019, p.7) argue, this requires transformative
change that encompasses a ‘fundamental, society-wide reorganisation across
technological, economic and social factors and structures, including paradigms, goals
and values.’

The UK Government is in a pivotal position where new and emerging legislation and
policies will have significant implications for addressing the biodiversity crisis. As one of
the most nature-depleted countries in the world (Burns et al., 2023), the UK needs to act
swiftly and decisively to secure a future for both people and nature. This requires placing
nature restoration at the centre of political ambition and radically refocusing efforts on
sustainable practices. In this paper, we set out five priority areas where government
should act to support nature’s recovery:

e Priority 1: Establish a cross-party and cross-administration assembly on nature
recovery.

e Priority 2: Commit to a legally binding meaningful target for nature recovery.

e Priority 3: Significantly increase funding for nature recovery.

o Priority 4: Develop a land and water use framework that strategically balances
management priorities across the UK.

e Priority 5: Place nature recovery at the centre of all policies and commitments
across all sectors.

These priorities should be seen as interconnected. They should also be tackled in
combination with additional efforts to address the climate crisis that are beyond the
scope of this paper. We focus on nature recovery due to the concerning lack of
engagement with this critical topic within the Labour Party Manifesto 2024: ‘Our plan to
change Britain’.

What is happening now?

In the UK, the urgency to address biodiversity loss has reached a critical point, requiring
substantive and immediate government action. We have lost 19 million pairs of native
breeding birds since 1966 (Burns et al., 2020) 97 per cent of wildflower meadows in
England and Wales have disappeared since the 1930s (Natural England, 2011) and a
quarter of UK mammals are now at risk of extinction (IUCN, 2023). These declines are
not just losses of natural heritage but are critical to society's future. Functioning
ecosystems and biodiversity underpin ecosystem services that are vital for human
wellbeing, including pollination of crops, soil fertility, water purification, and climate
regulation (MEA, 2005; Dickie et al., 2014). Nature is essential for human existence and
good quality of life (IPBES, 2019). Furthermore, there is increasing understanding of the
interconnection between climate change and biodiversity loss (Portner et al., 2023). A
warming planet results in biodiversity decline; however, biodiversity-based solutions can
significantly contribute to both climate change mitigation and adaptation (ibid).

The previous Conservative Government pledged to ‘leave the environment in a better
state’ than it inherited (Defra, 2018), but recent analysis reveals that this did not happen.
Promised actions have not translated into effective nature recovery, as evidenced by the
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UK's failure to be on track to meet both national and international targets. Recent data
reveal that only a marginal increase in protected land and marine areas has been
achieved, with just 3.22 per cent of landscapes and eight per cent of marine habitats
effectively protected (Wildlife and Countryside Link, 2022). Without immediate and
substantial policy changes, the prospects of meeting the 30 by 30 target are rapidly
diminishing. Furthermore, only four out of 40 environmental targets in the Environment
Act (2021) for England are likely to be achieved (Office for Environmental Protection,
2024). With just over five years until 2030, when the Government is legally obliged under
the Environment Act (2021) to halt species decline, current trends indicate movement
in the opposite direction (Wildlife and Countryside Link, 2022).

Even more concerning is the argument that the UK's unmet nature targets are
inherently inadequate and lacking in political ambition. For instance, the Environment
Act (2021) stipulates two key objectives for species abundance: halting decline by 2030
and increasing species abundance by at least ten per cent by 2042, using 2030 as the
baseline. Given the current declining trend, halting the decline by 2030 and then
increasing species abundance by ten per cent by 2042 would essentially maintain the
biodiversity index of abundance at approximately the same level as in 2022 (Bane et al.,
2023). Arguably this is an example of institutional shifting baseline syndrome (Soga &
Gatson, 2018) leading to an establishment and use of inappropriate targets in nature
conservation. This approach risks normalising a lower standard of biodiversity, thus
institutionalising a new, degraded baseline that could perpetuate the cycle of decline
(Lovell et al., 2020).

There is also an argument that the public is ready for a change. Recent analysis
suggests that most people in the UK believe that local governments, devolved
administrations, and the UK Government are not making sufficient efforts to protect and
enhance the natural environment (Hall, 2021). A poll commissioned by The Wildlife
Trusts revealed that most of the UK public believe that all major political parties are
inadequately addressing the nature crisis (The Wildlife Trusts, 2024). The poll
highlighted that the public think the main parties are doing poorly on river pollution (78
per cent), nature loss (71 per cent), climate change (69 per cent), ensuring communities
can benefit from nature (65 per cent), and supporting sustainable food production (63
per cent). Hence, there is a clear need for the Government to prioritise commitments to
biodiversity to respond to these concerns.

What key aspects need to change?
Priority 1: Establish a cross party and cross administration assembly on nature recovery

Despite varying policy trajectories within the United Kingdom (Cary & Wartmann, 2024),
there has been a prevailing trend towards gradually disengaging from the environmental
regulations established by the European Union (Gravey & Jordan, 2023). The dismantling
of European environmental legislation is a significant concern in relation to the future of
biodiversity in the UK. The Environment Act (2021) which emerged because of Brexit,
has been criticised as flawed, problematic and limited in scope (see also Lee, 2022) and
particularly vulnerable to changing political priorities (Fisher, 2020). It applies to
England, as Scotland and Wales chose not to participate in certain areas, so its
geographical reach is significantly restricted. This decision was influenced by differing
environmental ambitions and priorities in the nations of the UK (Gravey & Jordan, 2023).

This highlights that domestic nature recovery policies within the UK are vulnerable to
changes in government and shifts in political priorities which could influence legislation
as well as funding levels, enforcement mechanisms, and regulatory focus. While each
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nation faces different challenges, there is a need to work towards a coherent agenda
across the UK. Each country must collectively integrate policies and commit to
collaborative efforts across all statutory nature conservation bodies in terms of strategy,
action and monitoring. Additionally, all UK Government departments should be
mandated to coordinate their actions around nature, ensuring that nature recovery is a
fundamental aspect of their agenda, by ensuring lead agencies are connected. This
requires working towards a comprehensive, whole-government strategy for nature
recovery. A UK-wide unified assembly working across party lines would ensure regional
consistency and counter the current fragmented and inconsistent approach, with its risk
of future uncertainty that hinders long-term planning. This would allow all parts of the UK
to contribute to and benefit from biodiversity recovery, creating a cohesive and resilient
environmental framework. Further work would be needed on the structure and remit of
the assembly, but this could involve a broad range of stakeholders, including central and
devolved governments, local authorities, political parties, experts, the private sector, and
civil society. Central government would provide the legislative framework and resources,
while devolved administrations would ensure that regional needs are addressed within
a cohesive national strategy. Local authorities would play a key role in implementing
biodiversity initiatives on the ground, and experts would ensure policies are based on
sound science. Cross-party collaboration would help create long-term, non-partisan
policies, while NGOs, landowners, and industry would drive innovation and public
support.

Priority 2: Commit to a legally binding meaningful target for nature recovery

The promise of 30 by 30 is backed by a legal duty to stop the decline of species via
the Environment Act (2021). However, this Act only applies to England, and the
associated 25-year Environment Plan, which aims to provide mechanisms for reversing
biodiversity loss, is not legally binding. The critical Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework target is thus not enshrined in UK law, leading to inconsistent
implementation of the measures needed to meet it, both domestically and in overseas
territories. This has led to heightened concern both within and outside academia.1

In contrast, on June 17, 2024, the European Union passed a Nature Restoration Law
applicable to all EU member states (European Commission, 2024). This combines an
overarching long-term restoration objective in the EU's land and sea areas with binding
restoration targets. The regulatory framework covers diverse ecosystems, including
terrestrial, coastal, freshwater, forested, agricultural, and urban landscapes, as well as
marine habitats like seagrass and coral beds. Member states are directed to prioritise
the restoration of Natura 2000 sites through targeted actions until 2030. Through this
legislation, steps will be taken to restore habitats identified as being in poor condition,
with a goal of achieving at least 30 per cent improvement by 2030, escalating to 60 per
cent by 2040, and culminating in 90 per cent restoration by 2050.

Comparing the EU Nature Restoration Law to the Environment Act (2021) highlights
that the UK is behind in its international commitment to nature recovery. The new UK
Government should prioritise establishing this legal commitment. The ambition should
extend beyond protecting 30 per cent of land by 2030 and follow a stepped, incremental
trajectory as outlined above. As highlighted by Leclére et al. (2020), achieving these
targets requires setting aside significant areas for nature and will require re-thinking our
network of designated sites to prioritise nature recovery.
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Priority 3: Significantly increase funding for nature recovery

Research shows that there is a significant global biodiversity conservation financing
gap of approximately $700 billion per year (Karolyi & Tobin-de la Puente, 2023). The
finance gap to meet the UK’s nature related outcomes has been estimated to be at least
between £44 billion and £97 billion over the next ten years (Green Finance Institute,
2021).

The UK Government’s investment in biodiversity has declined both in real terms and
as a percentage of GDP since 2008, placing it well below similar economically developed
nations (zu Ermgassen et al., 2021). Despite the UK's economy growing by approximately
£250 billion during this period, its public funding for biodiversity remains inadequate by
global standards (ibid). The expected gap in funding for nature recovery across the
Devolved Administrations from 2022 to 2032 reveals a stark disparity in funding needs,
particularly concerning England, Scotland, and overseas territories (Green Finance
Institute, 2021). This not only highlights the government's failure to effectively address
biodiversity decline but also a broader inadequacy in national responses to global
biodiversity goals.

Funding for nature recovery in the UK is increasingly complex because of new and
emerging mechanisms which some argue can help plug this gap, such as Biodiversity
Net Gain markets, carbon offsetting, and payments for ecosystem services. The former
government set a target to raise at least £500 million in private finance to support
nature's recovery every year by 2027 in England, rising to more than £1 billion by 2030
(HM Government, 2023). Currently, the amount provided by private finance is
significantly lower, with specific figures varying by year and project (ibid). These mixed
modes of financing nature recovery represent a broad shift away from primarily state-
based funding, creating complex governance challenges in terms of how schemes are
designed, distributed, enacted, and monitored, with significant implications for the future
of biodiversity. There has been substantial critique of the scope of such schemes to
address these gaps (Apostolopoulou et al., 2021), so they require increased scrutiny. We
suggest that increasing resources should be provided for nature conservation in terms
of delivery, monitoring and compliance, and these should be set out clearly within the
government’s financial planning.

Priority 4: Develop a land and water use framework that strategically balances
management priorities across the UK

Alongside a clear legally binding target for nature recovery underpinned by 30 by 30
and an increase in economic support for nature, deciding which land is allocated for
nature protection presents significant challenges and needs to be prioritised. This is
increasingly important as demand for land to produce food, feed and energy is increasing
(Tilman et al., 2017; Newbold et al., 2015) putting at risk the many ecosystem services
upon which people depend (e.g., Chaplin-Kramer et al., 2019).

Currently the UK uses more than 70 per cent of its land for agriculture, but studies
have suggested that significant land use change is required to address the climate and
biodiversity crises. A paper by the Committee on Climate Change (2020) suggested that
approximately one-fifth of agricultural land should be released by 2050 to allow space
to prioritise uses that reduce emissions and sequester carbon. Other studies have
highlighted that the amount of land needed for agriculture could be reduced significantly
while still producing sufficient food, but this requires rethinking how, where and what we
farm. WWF (2022), for instance, have claimed that 40 per cent of the UK’'s most
productive agricultural land is used to grow food for farm animals instead of people. They
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call for a rethink of the ‘inherently inefficient’ practice of feeding farm animals foods that
humans can eat, which they claim is fuelling the climate and nature crises (ibid).

Further concerns relate to planning and the built environment. In the King’s Speech
(HM Government, 2024) there was a clear commitment to ‘get Britain building, including
through planning reform ... to accelerate the delivery of high quality infrastructure and
housing’. However, there has been no clear discussion of how this will be reconciled with
declining biodiversity. There has been significant scrutiny of measures to address
biodiversity within the planning system (see for instance, Scott & Kirby, (2024) that we
return to in the next section. An important example is the Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG)
policy. This mandates that new developments that require planning permission and, from
2025, Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects (NSIPs), must deliver a ten per cent
gain in biodiversity using a simple composite indicator, the ‘biodiversity metric’ (Panks
et al., 2022). While this has been hailed as being the ‘most wide-ranging jurisdictional
policy to date’ (Rampling et al., 2024, p.3) for biodiversity enhancement, studies have
highlighted its limited potential (Edwards-Jones et al.,, 2024). Researchers have
expressed concern that habitat creation is predominantly occurring on development
sites and argue that more substantial biodiversity gains could be achieved by mandating
habitat creation in areas of strategic conservation significance across landscapes
(Wentworth, 2024). There are also concerns that using BNG without additional species
focused conservation is likely to be limited for key species of birds and butterflies
(Marshall et al., 2024). Furthermore, studies have highlighted significant gaps in the
resourcing and governance of BNG which will substantially undermine its effectiveness
(Rampling et al., 2024).

The above raises important questions about how we balance biodiversity protection
against other pressing needs related to food, the built environment, recreation, water
quality, carbon and other ecosystem services. The current approach lacks any holistic
and strategic spatial policy, especially in England. For instance, a study by The Royal
Society (2023) calculated that the UK would need approximately 1.4 million hectares of
additional land - an area the size of Northern Ireland - to meet all the previous policy
targets related to land use by 2030. This rises to 4.4 million hectares by 2050 (ibid). This
was based on policy commitments towards woodland cover, peatland restoration,
biofuel, nature designations and agriculture, and assumes that agricultural productivity,
diets and food waste remain static. This points to a clear need to design future targets
that are not devised in silos and take a spatial approach building on the concept of
multifunctionality, where the diverse benefits of different land management practices
are accounted for.

The previous government committed to publishing such a framework for England by
the end of 2023, but it has not yet appeared. The new UK Government should prioritise
developing this framework and ensure it aligns with developing work in Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland as well as the work in England on Local Nature Recovery Strategies
and Nature Recovery Networks. If properly resourced in terms of implementation,
delivery, and monitoring this could offer a step change towards a more holistic and
interconnected approach that is integral to nature's recovery. We suggest embedding the
principles of the Lawton Review (2010) (i.e. Bigger, Better, More and Joined Up2) as well
as the concept of multifunctionality (Royal Society, 2023) within such a framework and
ensuring it has sufficient weight within planning decisions. This could be tackled within
existing work on reforms to the planning system. This could link to existing work to
strengthen strategic planning in the current review of the National Planning Policy
Framework.

This also links directly to the points raised previously regarding a legally binding target
for nature recovery. There are a range of land designations across the UK that could
contribute to meeting 30 by 30 but many of these areas do not currently contribute to
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this target (Wildlife and Countryside Link, 2022) as this is not their primary purpose.
According to a recent review, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, National Nature
Reserves, National Parks, and UNESCO Biosphere and World Heritage Sites no longer
qualify as protected areas for nature conservation based on IUCN area-based measures
because of the state of wildlife in these areas (IUCN National Committee UK Protected
Areas Working Group, 2023).

With reform, better financing, monitoring and management, existing designations
might meet the conditions of long-term protection and effective management for
nature’s recovery. Novel designations could put the UK at the forefront of advances in
ecological restoration, including strategically establishing areas for experimental
landscape scale management or rewilding. This does not necessarily mean setting these
landscapes apart from other uses such as farming or forestry (Glentworth et al., 2024),
but thinking more creatively about how they function and aspiring to rebuild more
complex ecosystems within them (Perino et al., 2019; Bullock et al., 2022). Developing
these areas could directly help with advancing our approach to nature recovery:

Nature recovery innovation areas are required, among other things, to advance:
the science of rewilding and restoration ecology; develop and test policy and
governance mechanisms; develop a new generation of technology-empowered
monitoring and assessment techniques; open new nature-based enterprise
opportunities; and promote public interest and involvement in ecological
restoration (Jepson, 2022, p.1410).

Priority 5: Place nature recovery at the centre of all policies and commitments across all
sectors

Academic literature highlights that biodiversity issues often suffer from a lack of
sustained and coherent political action because they tend to be overshadowed by more
supposedly immediate political and economic concerns (IPBES, 2019, Willemen et al.,
2020; Sandstrom et al., 2023). This sidelining of global biodiversity within governance
poses a significant barrier to long-term nature recovery. Effective biodiversity governance
requires integration into all policy areas, not just isolated environmental policies
(Sandstrom et al.,, 2023). Therefore, a systematic and continuous approach across
policymaking is necessary. There is an increasing recognition that, although the global
climate and biodiversity crises are fundamentally connected, they have been primarily
addressed independently and a more integrated national and global approach is
essential (Pettorelli et al., 2021). All the high-level priorities raised above, coupled with
putting nature recovery at the centre of political aspirations, will help firmly establish this
connection between the climate and biodiversity crises (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Diagram showing the linked high-level priorities for the UK Government to act
on for nature recovery

Nature recovery at the
centre of all policies and

commitments e
X

Establish a cross
party and cross
administration

assembly on
nature recovery

Legally binding target
for nature recovery

A land and water use Increase funding for
framework nature recovery

As such, we argue that the new UK Government should elevate biodiversity issues to
a principal place in the political agenda to ensure they receive continuous attention and
action. We are already seeing this happen in sectors such as energy and transport, where
robust governance structures and ambitious targets have been created to accelerate
change. Establishing an equivalent ‘Great British Nature’ with the resourcing and
legislative power to drive real change could have similarly transformative potential and
links directly to the idea of an assembly for UK nature. Biodiversity considerations need
to be incorporated into all relevant policy areas, including agriculture, urban planning,
and economic development. Policymakers should ensure policies across different
sectors do not conflict but instead support biodiversity goals, creating a cohesive and
effective governance framework.

The are examples from across the world of such government commitments. Costa
Rica's Biodiversity Law, enacted in 1998, is a globally recognised framework that
integrates conservation, sustainable use, and equitable benefit-sharing of biodiversity. It
established the National System of Conservation Areas (SINAC) for coordinated
biodiversity management and actively involves local communities and indigenous
peoples in decision-making. The law promotes sustainable economic development
through innovative financing mechanisms like payments for ecosystem services (PES).
The programme, which pays landowners to maintain forest cover, has contributed to
significant increases in forested areas and biodiversity over several decades (Pagiola,
2008). This initiative highlights the importance of stable, long-term funding and
consistent policy support in achieving environmental goals. New Zealand's
comprehensive biodiversity strategy demonstrates the value of integrating indigenous
knowledge and participatory governance in conservation efforts. Its approach includes
legally binding targets and involves local communities in decision-making, ensuring that
biodiversity policies are resilient to political changes and have broad public support
(Department of Conservation, 2020).
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The five high level priorities for nature recovery should be considered as urgent areas
for focusing government efforts (Figure 1). However, we argue that there must be deep
and meaningful engagement with a wide range of stakeholders to co-produce
transformative solutions that recognise and use existing expertise and cross-sector work
to support nature’s recovery. For instance, developing a credible Land and Water Use
framework will require positive and meaningful engagement with multiple actors across
multiple scales. Here at Sheffield Hallam University, we have a multidisciplinary team of
ecologists, policy analysts, land use planners and social scientists working with regional
stakeholders and governance bodies to identify the opportunities and challenges faced
by farmers and land managers. In recognition of the complex challenges, we seek to co-
produce knowledge that bridges the gap between policy and practice. The aim of this
research is to facilitate positive engagement with the available funding in a way that
benefits stakeholders, while also listening to their experiences and taking these
messages back to funders and policymakers to help them improve access and uptake
of available schemes and ensure good policy outcomes that support nature’s recovery.

Given these complex challenges, we need to move away from seeing nature
conservation as a low priority for the UK. The Labour Party Manifesto 2024: ‘Our plan to
change Britain’ included very little detail on nature recovery and the five high level
priorities we have outlined in this paper should be seen as a call for action.

Notes

1 A letter from over 180 UK scientists with expertise in biodiversity and conservation,
including practitioners and government advisers, called for a cohesive approach within
the UK. This letter was sent on 4 June to the environment leads of all the political parties
contesting the election (including in the Devolved Administrations) and emphasised the
importance of focusing on nature not just within the UK but also in its overseas
territories.

2 ‘Bigger’ refers to making existing sites for wildlife larger, ‘Better’ refers to improving
the quality of these sites, ‘More’ refers to increase the number of wildlife sites and
‘Joined Up’ refers to improving their connectivity through the establishment of wildlife
corridors.

*Correspondence address: Joe Glentworth, City Campus, Howard Street, Sheffield, S1
1WB, UK. Email: j.w.glentworth@shu.ac.uk
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