Lovely words but lacking teeth
The long-awaited Natural Environment White paper has finally arrived, and there are quite a number of lovely ideas in it.  If these ideas are put into practice, they have the potential to realise the main recommendations of the Making Space for Nature report from 2010
· Improve quality of current habitat

· Increase size of existing wildlife sites

· Enhance connections between sites

· Reduce pressure on wildlife

The white paper has also embraced the concept of valuing natural resources and placing an economic value on ecosystems and biodiversity following the National Ecosystem Assessment published earlier in 2011.  However there are places where opportunities to make a real difference have been lost, and others where the recommendations lack the teeth of legislation to back them up and ensure that the vision is realised, so that overall the White Paper seems to read like a wish list, rather than a framework for making these things happen.

There are a number of new concepts to be introduced which have the potential to improve quality, increase size of habitats and improve connections between sites.
Local Nature Partnerships will be formed by local groups which can include private and public sector organisations and voluntary groups, with the remit to oversee local habitat and ecosystem protection, independent of administrative boundaries.  This could be excellent in addressing the discontinuities that occur at present administrative boundaries.  Groups of these can then oversee landscape-scale ecological networks by forming Nature Improvement Areas, again, improving quality and particularly connectivity.  Landscape-scale conservation is something that we have been lacking, and that needs addressing.
This sounds lovely, but there are riders throughout the document.  In particular there is no obligation on Local Authorities to incorporate the wishes of the LNP’s and NIA’s into local plans, and there is a rider whilst not deterring sustainable development.  Therefore these LNP’s and NIA’s may well lack teeth when it comes to the planning system, and their effectiveness is likely to vary from place to place.  Links are also encouraged with Local Enterprise Partnerships, and it is easy to see how conflicts of interest could arise if LNP’s and LEP’s are linked, with similar or overlapping membership.  Funding for these seems pitifully small given the value placed on the natural environment in the National Ecosystem Assessment.  Natural Value Ambassadors will be trained and provide advice to planning departments on the value of ecosystems, but again, it is unclear to what weight their advice will carry.  
Biodiversity Offsetting is another concept introduced:  the concept that if a development goes ahead, and mitigation is insufficient to prevent ecosystem damage, then this can be offset by the developer investing in ecosystems elsewhere.  A nice idea, but there are problems with this:  it is voluntary, there is nothing said about whether this offsetting will be local, thus mitigating effects on the local community, nor whether it will need to address the same ecosystem as the one that is damaged, or whether it can be any worthy wildlife cause.  Without compulsion, and a requirement to ensure that offsetting is local and benefits habitat of similar type and value, it could be a charter for habitat destruction, with offsetting only in less valuable remote areas, and have the effect of pushing wildlife further from the community, causing further fragmentation.  It will be interesting to see how this works in the pilot schemes.
Payment for ecosystems services is another concept:  businesses pay for the value of natural services received e.g. pay a farmer for improving water filtration on his land, thus helping with water quality.  Another nice idea, but again it is voluntary.  Without compulsion on behalf of industry, ecosystems services will continue to be undervalued, and underinvested.  
Then there are habitats: targets for their restoration and recovery to a favourable condition are given but lack a timescale, and the focus is solely on priority habitats (i.e. SSSI) but not other important habitats that also require protection and recovery (PAWS and ASNW).  SSSI are not the only habitats in decline and targets for only these areas will do nothing to address the decline in other valuable habitats, or reduce fragmentation in ecological networks.
Woodland policy has stated goals of planting productive and native woodlands, planting trees in cities and towns, bringing a much larger proportion of woodland into management and increase sustainably grown wood and products.  But there is very little about how this will be achieved, nor is there any mention of how the stated goal of better protection for ASNW and PAWS will be achieved.  In particular, nothing is said of how this protection will be incorporated into planning legislation, nor whether the planning designations will have any teeth to prevent development.
Urban areas are discussed, but the proposals here lack teeth too.  Local green spaces can be protected by Green Area designation, but what does this actually mean.  Green spaces should be identified in neighbourhood and local plans which complement and do not undermine investment in homes, jobs and other essential services.  It seems that investment takes priority here, and green spaces are fitted around it, rather than an equal partnership, or green spaces taking priority. 

There is also the right for community groups to reclaim publicly-owned land that they feel is not being put to best use.  However, there is nothing here to ensure that these groups will manage the site well for biodiversity and ecosystems, nor to say how they will get professional input and advice.  An untidy site may be very valuable for wildlife, but not valued by the community and this issue is not addressed.
Encouragement for planting trees in urban areas via the Big Tree Plant is great, but who is going to pay for the maintenance of these trees to ensure that they remain in good condition?  The Big Wildlife Gardening scheme is targeted at urban gardeners to encourage them to garden for wildlife:  however protection in planning legislation for rear gardens from paving is not included, nor is a requirement to expand provision of allotments.

Heavy use is made of volunteers throughout e.g. the Muck In 4Life campaign.  Lots of people want to be involved, and this is fine, provided the expertise is there to ensure that the volunteers are properly trained, and that what they are doing is to a professional standard and of benefit to, rather than damaging to, an ecosystem.

An opportunity has also been lost to ban the use of peat.  The phasing out in public sector contracts is welcome, but reduction in use by gardeners and horticulture is to be voluntary.  It strikes me that for horticulture, action would be needed at EU level to ensure that British growers who do not use peat are not penalised if their substitute reduces yields or costs more.

The potential merger of the EWGS and ELS/HLS schemes are potentially very welcome as it allows landscapes as a whole to be addressed, including the interaction between woods and open landscapes.  There will be reform, with stewardship focused on outcomes, and a funding increase that is very welcome.  Farming will be a subject of a discussion between farmers, environmental organisations and business to see how we can protect the environment while maintaining food production.  This is all welcome, and is a long-overdue discussion.
There is also a plan to consult the HSE with a view to removing barriers to outdoor learning, but this is not backed up by a requirement that all children experience this.  The pupil premium is cited as a way of achieving it in deprived areas, but the way it is spent is left up to schools, so another generation of deprived children may grow up unaware of the outdoors and the value of natural habitats.

Overall, there is potential here, but so few teeth, that unless things are made clearer in the review of planning legislation, it seems that the potential will be lost.  What is particularly worrying is that natural spaces are seen as separate places to which people go, rather than the space in which all of us live, town and country.  Will valuable ecosystems be protected, expanded, valued, properly-managed and become better connected as a result of this white paper?  Or will the words mean little if they are only valued if they don’t get in the way of development?
