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The Natural Choice:
The Natural Environment White Paper

The purpose of this briefing, provided by North West Environment Link, is to:

· raise awareness of The Natural Choice, the first environment White Paper for 20 years
· briefly summarise the key themes and commitments
· highlight the White Paper’s links to LEPs, planning, economic growth, communities and localism, health, and education
NB. This briefing is the first of two briefings on the Natural Environment White Paper. This introductory briefing is followed by Briefing #61 which provides further analysis of the themes and implications of the White Paper.
Briefing paper #60
Andy Yuille
Chairman 

North West Environment Link

andyy@cpre.org.uk 

Introduction & context
The first Government White Paper on the environment for twenty years has now been published: The Natural Choice
 (7 June 2011). 
The Natural Choice marks a major step forwards and aims high: 
“Our 2020 mission is to halt overall biodiversity loss, support healthy well-functioning ecosystems and establish coherent ecological networks, with more and better places for nature for the benefit of wildlife and people.” p.17
“The Government wants this to be the first generation to leave the natural environment of England in a better state than it inherited… [which] requires us all to put the value of nature at the heart of our decision-making… in Government, local communities and businesses” p. 3
There are many welcome statements and ambitions in the Paper. It should be noted, however, that we had a national target to reverse the decline in biodiversity by 2010 which we failed to achieve. Ambitions need to be matched by a commitment to clear delivery mechanisms, political will and appropriate resources. 
Four areas of action: The aims are to be realised through 92 commitments (pp. 68-74 of the White Paper, which I urge you to read) grouped into four areas of action:

1. Protecting and improving our natural environment through greater local action
2. Growing a green economy which better reflects the value of nature
3. Reconnecting people and nature
4. Showing International and EU leadership

Background - Recognising “Natural Capital”: It should be noted that the White Paper builds on the evidence provided by the first National Ecosystem Assessment
 which was published the week before. Through an analysis of the economic, social and health benefits we receive from the natural environment, this Assessment places a monetary value on “ecosystem services” of over £30 billion per year. 

Following from this, the main thrust of the White Paper is that this value (or “natural capital”) needs to be better recognised, nationally and locally, in our planning, decision-making, accounting and actions. Although the intrinsic value of nature is acknowledged in the White Paper, it is nature as “natural capital” that dominates its thinking and proposals.

Protecting and improving the natural environment (Chapter 2)
The White Paper’s ambition: “We want to improve the quality of our natural environment across England, moving to a net gain in the value of nature. We aim to arrest the decline in habitats and species and the degradation of landscapes. We will protect priority habitats and safeguard vulnerable non-renewable resources for future generations. We will support natural systems to function more effectively in town, in the country and at sea.” p.14
How will this be achieved? The focus throughout this section is on local action and enabling communities, civil society, local authorities and businesses to work together to protect and improve the environment and to “to create an ecological network which is resilient to changing pressures”. To make this happen, the Government will put in place a new “institutional framework” to support nature restoration. This includes: 
· Establishing Local Nature Partnerships to strengthen action at the right scale. The Government expects there to be around 50 Local Nature Partnerships, and as they are intended “to mirror Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs)”, they will presumably cover similar-sized areas, although they are intended to reflect natural features, systems and landscapes rather than administrative boundaries. They will be made up of people from across the public, private, voluntary and community sectors, and will raise awareness of environmental issues, contribute to the green economy, develop a shared vision and priorities for their area, influence local decisions, and co-ordinate environmental action. Government will provide a one-off £1million to help set these up in 2011/12

· Creating new Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) in response to the recommendations set out in Making Space for Nature, to enhance and reconnect nature on a significant scale. A competition will be launched for public / private / voluntary partnerships to bid for part of a £7.5million pot to develop 12 initial NIAs. Learning from these pilots will then be used to help extend this landscape-scale approach to restoration and conservation. 

· Reforms to the planning system. The Government has said that it will retain the protection and improvement of the natural environment as core objectives of the planning system when it consults on a new National Planning Policy Framework later this summer. It also wants to introduce “biodiversity offsets”, so that new development that damages biodiversity can compensate for this by paying for improvements elsewhere. This will initially be trialled on a voluntary basis in a number of pilot areas.
· A number of other intentions/actions to restore key elements of our natural networks:
· improving the quality of water bodies and urban green spaces, 

· increasing local engagement in landscape planning, 

· phasing out the use of peat, 

· protecting the marine environment, 

· safeguarding soils, 

· protecting and improving woodlands and forests, and
· getting the best value from agricultural land 

Growing a Green Economy (Chapter 3)
“Our ambition is for a green and growing economy which not only uses natural capital in a responsible and fair way but contributes to improving it. It will properly value the stocks and flows of natural capital. Growth will be green because it is intrinsically linked to the health of the country’s natural resources. The economy will capture the value of nature. It will encourage businesses to use natural capital sustainably, protecting and improving it through their day-to-day operations and the management of their supply chains.” p.34
How will this be achieved? There is an emphasis throughout this chapter on “putting natural capital at the heart of a green economy”. In other words, an emphasis on better recognising the economic costs and benefits of the natural environment and natural resources rather than treating them as “free goods”, and enabling businesses to exploit resultant opportunities. 
The emphasis is about Government working in partnership with business:

· business capturing the value of nature through greater efficiency, less waste and improving sustainability of supply chains
· Government providing help, guidance and removing barriers to private sector action. Greener taxes and regulation are mentioned as potential levers, but nothing specific is introduced.
The key measures to do this will be:

· Fully incorporating the value of natural capital into our national accounting. The introduction of ‘national wellbeing’ measures and changes to the Office for National Statistics’ UK Environmental Accounts will enable us to better measure the value of ecosystem services to the country, and whether we are improving or degrading that value.

· Including the value of nature in economic planning. A new independent Natural Capital Committee will be set up to advise the Government on the state of English natural capital and what action is necessary to protect, improve, and use it sustainably. 
· A range of actions and intentions to support the creation of new markets for green goods and services are listed, expanding the opportunities for UK business

· There will be new support and guidance to promote responsible use of natural capital. This will be particularly aimed at the private sector and include a Roadmap to a Green Economy.

Reconnecting people and nature (Chapter 4)
The White Paper’s ambition: “Our ambition is to strengthen the connections between people and nature. We want more people to enjoy the benefits of nature by giving them freedom to connect with it. Everyone should have fair access to a good-quality natural environment. We want to see every child in England given the opportunity to experience and learn about the natural environment. We want to help people take more responsibility for their environment, putting local communities in control and making it easier for people to take positive action.” p.44
How will this be achieved? This section focuses on encouraging people to spend more time in the natural environment, making it easier for them to do so, and encouraging them to “do the right thing” throughout their lives, on the basis that if people know and care about their environment then they will want to protect it. 
The key measures to do this will be:

· Building on the connections between health and access to a healthy natural environment through a variety of different initiatives:

· link Local Nature Partnerships and the Health and Wellbeing Boards through joint strategic needs assessments and joint health and wellbeing strategies.

· investigate clean air strategies such as a national framework for Low Emission Zones and Local Air Quality Management duties
· Connecting through education: Enabling more children (including pupils from deprived backgrounds) to participate in learning outdoors and experience natural and farmed environments, removing barriers to this happening and increasing schools’ abilities to teach outdoors
· Connecting neighbourhoods to nature through: 

· measures in the Localism Bill

· Community Organisers
· establishing a Green Infrastructure Partnership to support the development of green infrastructure in England.
· proposing a new Green Areas Designation, which should empower communities to protect local green spaces that are important to them
· A number of other actions and intentions around improving green infrastructure provision:

· protecting urban “Quiet Areas”

· doing more to tackle light pollution

· improving access to countryside

· increasing conservation and other environmental volunteering

· improving the coherence, quality and accessibility of environmental information.

International and EU Leadership (Chapter 5)
The White Paper’s ambition: “Our global ambitions are: internationally, to achieve environmentally and socially sustainable economic growth, together with food, water, climate and energy security; and to put the EU on a path towards environmentally sustainable, low-carbon and resource-efficient growth, which is resilient to climate change, provides jobs and supports the wellbeing of citizens.” p. 58
How will this be achieved? This section mainly focuses on issues where the Government is continuing to support, argue for or implement existing agreements or positions. The key measures, or reassertions, to do this are:

· Pressing for strong international implementation of the Nagoya commitments on biodiversity, leading by example from home with a new Biodiversity Strategy for England

· Supporting a new international body that will assess the world’s biodiversity and ecosystem services and measure progress towards meeting new biodiversity targets 

· Helping to value and maintain ecosystems in developing countries by contributing to a number of different initiatives

· Arguing for reform of the Common Agricultural and Common Fisheries Policies to achieve greater environmental benefits 

· Support for the EU Roadmap for a Resource-Efficient Europe, to secure supply chains for critical resources
This section concludes by stating that the Government believes that the EU already has the necessary legislation in place to secure our environmental goals and that protection and improvement will be best achieved by better implementation and compliance, and review of some older directives.
Monitoring and reporting progress

Chapter 6 sets out a series of initiatives (including establishing an Ecosystems Knowledge Network run by an independent organisation) that will enable the Government, and others, to share learning and to track progress against the overall aim of being the first generation to leave the natural environment in a better state than they found it. This will include developing new sets of environmental indicators and streamlining the way that reporting on the environment is done.
Further information

We have published a follow-on briefing which provides further analysis of the themes and implications of the White Paper: Briefing #61: Analysing The Natural Choice.

North West Environment Link (NWEL) and its member organisations will be working together and individually to try to make the most of the opportunities presented by this White Paper, and to tackle some of the challenges highlighted above. For further information about NWEL and its work, please contact Peter Wilson, pwilson@lancswt.org.uk or Andy Yuille andyy@cpre.org.uk, or visit www.vsnw.org.uk/networks/nwel.  

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
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� The White Paper and supporting documentation are available here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/natural/whitepaper" �http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/natural/whitepaper�


� National Ecosystem Assessment: � HYPERLINK "http://uknea.unep-wcmc.org/" �http://uknea.unep-wcmc.org�


� � VSNW Briefings are available here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnw.org.uk/publications/briefings" �http://www.vsnw.org.uk/publications/briefings� 
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