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Analysing The Natural Choice:
The Natural Environment White Paper

NB. This briefing is the second of two briefing papers on the Natural Environment White Paper and follows on from an introductory briefing (#60). 

The purpose of this briefing, provided by North West Environment Link, is to provide further analysis of the themes and implications of the White Paper.
Briefing paper #61
Andy Yuille
Chairman 

North West Environment Link

andyy@cpre.org.uk 

Please note
Please note that this briefing follows on from Briefing #60 and is intended to provide further analysis of the themes and implications of the White Paper.

The purpose of briefing #60, provided by North West Environment Link, was 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

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: 

“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

Issues for further consideration

The White Paper contains 92 separate commitments (pp.68-74 of the White Paper, which I urge you to read in full), but no bespoke legislation or many other clear mechanisms to ensure that they can and will be delivered. There is much to be welcomed and applauded in this Paper, but it raises as many questions as it answers. How these questions are addressed will unfold over the next few years, and the voluntary environmental sector has a central role in shaping that debate. 
In order to support this, this briefing explores a number of issues that are we will need to get to grips with in order to turn the welcome words into a better natural environment:
· Resources

· Voluntarism

· Planning reform

· Intrinsic vs economic value

· Conflicts between economic growth and environmental protection

· Cross-departmental support

· Monitoring

Resources

Despite the very fine words and overarching ambition of the White paper, there is very little in the way of central Government resources to deliver on it. £1million to set up to 50 Local Nature Partnerships and £7.5million to establish the first 12 landscape-scale, cross-boundary Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) won’t go a very long way. If the Government genuinely wants to be the greenest ever, it will have to put its money where its mouth is – which will require hard choices to be made. True, in the current deficit-cutting circumstances there’s not much Government money to be had, but there’s not much money anywhere else either, and for words to become actions they require resources. Which links into…
Voluntarism

The majority of actions in the White Paper rely on businesses, communities, local authorities and/or NGOs to take action on a voluntary basis. It is a localised, Big Society manifesto writ large. Which may mean that the people with the best knowledge of their local environment get to determine how it is managed, and that business expertise and money gets leveraged in to support environmental goals…or it could mean that nothing happens and the current decline continues or even accelerates. 
However, with reference to the Campaign for the Farmed Environment, the farming industry-led voluntary scheme that is intended to replace the environmental benefits previously provided by “set aside” land under the EU Common Agricultural Policy, and which the vast majority of farmers are not participating in: 

“We will use the review in 2012 of the Campaign for the Farmed Environment and the Greenhouse Gas Action Plan, as well as the evidence from elsewhere such as on pesticides or voluntary action under the Water Framework Directive, to assess more generally the effectiveness of this kind of voluntary industry-wide approach.”

This hopefully shows that even this Government is willing to legislate and regulate where necessary – although by the time they have the evidence needed to persuade them that it’s necessary it may be too late.
Planning Reform

The planning system has been one of the main mechanisms for environmental protection for over half a century. The Government is proposing a series of radical and sweeping changes to the system, which they believe needs to be more focused on promoting and accelerating new development and increasing economic growth. The vast majority of the planning reforms the Government have announced (e.g. the presumption in favour of “sustainable” development; the New Homes Bonus; the instruction to planning authorities to prioritise jobs and growth; the strongly growth-focused National Planning Policy Framework) look set to undermine environmental protection and enhancement in practice. 
It is very hard to see how these reforms, unless they are substantially modified, can be compatible with the ambitions of the White Paper.

The paper makes very little reference to the planning system, other than stating that we need “a more strategic and integrated approach to planning for nature”. This is curiously at odds with the rest of the Government’s planning reforms, which are aimed at less strategic planning and a greater focus on localism. There are pledges to retain environmental protection as a core objective of the planning system, but the other reforms seem certain to undermine this. 
Intrinsic vs economic value

The White Paper acknowledges the intrinsic value of nature a couple of times but the emphasis throughout the Paper is very much on “natural capital”, defined as “the stock of our physical natural assets (such as soil, forests, water and biodiversity) which provide flows of services that benefit people.” These services are “valuable to our economy” and as such they have a “financial value.”

In an (economic) culture that systematically undervalues the natural environment, it should be helpful to be able to attribute some kind of definite financial value to natural features. This does present the risk however that this is the only value that is ascribed to nature, whereas this fails to capture the innate value of nature, and fails to capture the way that people value nature through their own lived experience. The services that we get from the environment can be described as its direct ‘use value’. Environmental economists also identify other types of value in nature including ‘Option’, ‘Bequest’ and ‘Existence’ value (see http://www.eoearth.org/article/Total_economic_value for a brief overview).

The risk of focusing exclusively on the financial ‘use value’ of the environment is that it becomes an exchangeable commodity, capable of being traded off against any other commodity that bears a similar cost or benefit. This is clearly not appropriate in cases where environmental ‘assets’ are irreplaceable or damage to them will be irreversible. And the simple fact is that this is not the way that many people feel about, or value, nature. Putting a price on nature in some senses automatically ‘devalues’ it.

This links into the new initiative of “Biodiversity offsets”. The Government is seeking local authorities to pilot a scheme whereby new development that damages biodiversity can be permitted if it compensates for that damage by improving habitats elsewhere. This raises two immediate questions:

1. How will offsetting be kept as the option of last rather than first resort? It is often likely to be seen as the easy way out, rather than attempting to avoid damage first, then reduce unavoidable damage, before looking at compensating for it.

2. How will equivalence be measured? How many ponds would compensate for an exterminated otter population?

Conflicts between economic growth and environmental protection

The White Paper states clearly and without caveat that “Economic growth and the natural environment are mutually compatible” (p.4). Many of us have been arguing for this concept to be accepted for many years. However, not all economic growth is compatible with a healthy natural environment. The entire economy, and our attitudes to it, will need to undergo major restructuring and modernising in order to make it genuinely green – and the Government’s other actions outside of this White Paper do not suggest that they are willing to undertake such action. 

All too often in the past, when there have been conflicts between economy and environment, economic interests have automatically been given precedence. We must indeed take the financial value of natural capital into account, growth does need to get greener, and we must aim for outcomes that deliver economic, environmental and social aims at the same time. But we must also recognise that this is not always possible; that not all proposals that will deliver economic growth can be made to be “green”; and that growth is not always and automatically the over-riding ‘best good’ where there is conflict.
Cross-departmental support

The extent to which conflicts between environmental and other goals can be resolved satisfactorily will depend on the extent to which other departments buy in to the commitments in the White Paper. Defra is tasked with mainstreaming sustainable development throughout Government – but is generally seen as being weaker than other departments, such as BIS and the Treasury. Time will tell how far the ambitions in this White Paper are shared across Government. 
Monitoring 

The suite of environmental indicators is going to be “streamlined”. Will they measure the right things across a sufficiently broad and deep range of themes? Will monitoring of progress against the admirable ambitions in the Paper continue into the future? Monitoring of the last environment White Paper indicators only lasted about three years. And assuming that monitoring is effective and lasting, will what it reveals be acted upon?

Further information

This briefing follows on from an introductory briefing on the White Paper: Briefing #60: The Natural Choice, The Natural Environment White Paper.

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�


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