
	

Nature and Wildlife 
 
Climate change is already causing major changes to the natural environment in the UK. These are 
not only important because of the intrinsic value of nature and wildlife, but also because of the 
critical role a healthy environment plays in providing goods and services that benefit people; 
from food to clean water. Healthy biodiversity also makes an important contribution to climate 
change mitigation and adaptation, meaning sustainably managing nature is important in 
addressing climate change. 
 
 
 
An outline of what this resource will include: 
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HOW DOES CLIMATE 
CHANGE IMPACT 
NATURE? 
Climate change alters 
habitats and cause species 
to migrate. Only the species 
which are less specialised 
can adapt and survive. Click 
here to read more as well as 
how nature matters to 
business and health. 
	

WHAT IS BEING DONE 
TO PROTECT NATURE? 
Some frameworks, strategies 
and directives are already in 
place to protect nature. In this 
section you can also read 
about what more can be done 
to protect nature such as 
restoring degraded habitats. 
	

WHAT CAN YOU ASK 
YOUR MP TO DO? 
Our MPs can play a part in 
the protection of nature both 
locally and nationally. Read 
about how your MP can help 
strengthen the protection of 
nature in UK policy. Locally, 
you could ask your MP to 
champion local projects. 
	



	

 

How does climate change impact nature? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Crossing each of these 9 'planetary boundaries' risks abrupt, irreversible change. We 

have already crossed two boundaries and are approaching the climate change boundary 
(top, orange shading). Source: Stockholm Resilience Centre. 

 
 
Nature is affected by climate change by gradually increasing temperatures and by extreme events 
- including droughts, extreme heat or cold, and storms. Although so far most impacts have been 
relatively modest, much greater change is expected in the future. 
 
In response to warming, species are moving further north and upwards to cooler altitudes. This 
causes declines and local extinctions of species that were once common, as well as the arrival 
of novel species. Warming is also changing the timing of seasonal events (phenology), including 
by accelerating flowering. Often, species move or alter their phenology* at different speeds. This 
complicates the way that they interact, and can result in mismatch – for example; in warmer 
springs bees can hatch before the species they usually pollinate have begun to flower (potentially 
affecting food production). In contrast, extreme events typically have rapid impacts on 
population size, for example by causing death in a particular tree species during drought. 
 
In the oceans climate change brings the additional threat of acidification - as CO2 has built up in 
the atmosphere, more of it has dissolved in sea water, increasing acidity by 30% since the 
industrial revolution. This is a serious problem for species that build their own shells or 
exoskeletons, including corals. The threat to corals (which support half a billion people globally) 
is compounded by increased storminess and water temperature, resulting in the loss of half of all 
coral reefs in the last 30 years. 



	

 
Climate change also affects ecological processes, for example by reducing soil fertility and the 
ability of natural habitat to sequester and store carbon. This ability of ecosystems to take up CO2 
from the atmosphere and lock it into vegetation and soils is a critical process that currently 
removes around half of all human emissions from the atmosphere, significantly slowing climate 
change. Enhancing this process by restoring and conserving ecosystems could play a major role 
in helping us meet our climate targets. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Pheno logy :  the  t iming  o f  b io log i ca l  phenomena ( eg  f l ower ing ,  bre ed ing  and migra t ion)  in  
r e la t ion  to  c l imat i c  cond i t ions .  
 
Extinction 
 
A changing climate means that animals and plants are struggling to adapt to new conditions. The 
species most in danger, are the ones who are highly specialized in what they eat and where they 
live (Nat Geo). In a scientific analysis in 2015, it was reported that one in six species could 
disappear as the climate warms over the next century. 
 
In June 2018, it was reported that 1 in 5 mammals in Britain are at risk of extinction. The 
hedgehog and water vole have seen their populations decline by almost 70% over the past 20 
years and the red squirrel, the wildcat and the grey long-eared bat are all facing threat to survival. 
 
 
Nature matters to businesses  
 
All business depends on and affects nature in some way (WWF), highlighting that harming nature 
has wide impacts because our natural capital stocks are being depleted. * This provides risk to 
business because with depleted natural resources, comes increased cost. 
 
*Natural Capital: the world’s stock of natural resources such as water, soil, air and all living 
services. Some natural capital assets provide us with what we call ecosystem services, which are 
free goods and services. This could include using water in power stations. 
 
 
 
 
 



	

The Link between nature and health 
 
The WHO (2016) summarises the health benefits of increase access to green space to include 
decreased mortality and obesity, improved mental health, and decreased risk of diabetes. The 
ways in which these benefits come about include: 

● Increasing physical activity 
● Stress reduction (there is evidence of contact with nature reducing stress) 
● Increasing social cohesion 
● Reduced air pollutant exposure 
● Reduced exposure to noise and excess heat. 

 
What is being done to protect nature? 

 
It is important to start your conversation with your MP by acknowledging the work that is 
already being done to tackle nature conservation and its role in addressing climate change. 
 

• In 2011, the UK government made commitments in the Natural Environment White 
Paper, to leave our environment in a better state for future generations. 

• With the launch of the 25-year environment plan, the government said it would establish 
a new Green Business Council, something NGOs and business alike have been calling 
for. It offers the opportunity for the government to work with business to discover, 
define and address natural capital risks down their supply chains. 

• Nature conservation in the UK focuses on protected areas designated by country-level 
nature conservation bodies. Each country has produced its own biodiversity strategy. 

• At the UK level the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and the Department 
for Food, Environment and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) have published the UK Post-2010 
Biodiversity Framework, indicating how the UK aims to contribute to International 
Biodiversity targets, and to the EU Biodiversity Strategy. 

• Currently, the EU Birds and Habitats Directives provide extra protection to UK wildlife. 
These allow the designation of new types of protected area, and require public bodies to 
promote the ‘diversity, richness and extent’ of nature. It is not clear whether these 
directives will be integrated into post-Brexit law. 

• 70% of UK land is used for agriculture. Efforts to align agriculture with nature 
conservation center on the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). The CAP was 
reformed in 2013 to promote farmland biodiversity and environmental stewardship. 
Some provisions in the CAP achieve this to some extent, although its overall success in 
protecting nature has been questioned. Replacing the CAP following Brexit presents 



	

both risks and opportunities for nature. 
  

Protecting our Oceans 

8 million tonnes of plastic are dumped into the ocean each year. Within the 25 year Environment 
Plan, the Government has committed to ‘eliminating all avoidable plastic waste by 2042. They 
also announced that a £7bn research and development pot will be used to “inject new funding 
into plastics innovation”. 

The UK Marine Strategy is of particular importance to deliver conservation objectives. Within 
the Marine Strategy are designated Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) which ‘are set up primarily 
for the conservation of our marine biodiversity and to protect species and habitats of 
international or national importance’ (UK MPA Centre). 
 
 
 

What more could be done? 
 

Restore degraded habitat 
 
Importantly, the threat from climate change depends on how degraded, or damaged, the natural 
environment is. Degradation may result from fragmentation, pollution, unsustainable harvesting, 
or interruption of processes (such as the flow of water through a landscape). Restoring degraded 
habitat makes it and the species it contains more resilient, meaning they are better able to bounce 
back from negative impacts of climate change, helping them adapt and survive in the long term. 
Restored, high quality habitat can also store more carbon, helping us mitigate our emissions and 
slow climate change. 
 
Link up green space  
 
To respond to climate change species need to move. Closer, more connected green spaces make 
it easier for species to move through landscapes to find suitable conditions. This also improves 
the resilience of mobile species to extreme events by making a greater range of habitat (and more 
chances to avoid extreme conditions) available. While even small spaces contribute to 



	

connectivity, large spaces are particularly important, as these add habitat complexity. Complex 
habitat is more likely to contain types of vegetation that store more carbon, as well as being more 
likely to provide conditions needed by specialist species. 
 
Wildlife corridors are also just as important in the marine environment to allow for migration 
without human interference. A report from Bright Blue also recommends that we do more to 
join up coral reefs through connecting these areas, to increase resilience of the corals and the 
species that call the reefs their home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Promote biodiversity 
 
High biodiversity improves the resilience of habitats to climate change. Where there are more 
species, the consequences of any one species to moving, disappearing, or flowering earlier than 
usual are reduced, as others that interact with it have more choice of substitutes. Biodiversity also 
underpins the services provided by the natural environment that benefit people, such as water 
purification and improved well-being. 
 
Carbon sinks 
 
Trees and plants absorb carbon dioxide from the air. Forests therefore absorb large amounts of 
carbon dioxide and act as what are called ‘carbon sinks.’ The establishment and management of 
forests to increase the removal and storage of CO2 from the atmosphere are recognized as major 
opportunities reduce the rate of global warming. Wetlands and peatlands are also major carbon 
sinks. 
 
It has recently been reported that England is suffering from deforestation, given that more trees 
are being chopped down than planted. Only 1500 hectares of woodland were planted in 2017 in 
England, far below the 5,000 hectares a year needed to increase England's woodland cover to 12 
per cent by 2060-an ambition set out by the Government. 
 
 
The ocean is also a significant carbon sink, but increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is 
causing harm to the ocean and it’s wildlife. See our resource on the impacts of climate change 
here. 
 
 
 



	

 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: American Forests 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Study: The Mersey Forest 
 
 
The Mersey Forest is a partnership across Merseyside and Cheshire, which has planted almost 
10 million trees across Merseyside in the last 25 years. When trees are planted, the Mersey 
Forest ensures that they are creating green networks and corridors to allow wildlife to move 
safely and thrive. 
 
The secondary benefits of increased nature across Merseyside are numerous. For example, 
Mersey Forest started the Nature4Health Programme which runs ‘health walks’ in 
communities. These have been significant in reducing mental health; it was found that 
average mental wellbeing had increased from 48.5 points on the mental wellbeing scale to 
56.5, where the UK average is 51. Also, an evaluation of the project in July 2018 found that 
children and adults have ‘increased self-esteem and confidence; are more active and have 
developed better coping strategies showing an increased resilience reducing the need for 
medical intervention’. 
	

Top 5 Facts to Drop into a Conversation with your MP 
 

1. Ecosystems contribute more than twice as much to human well-being as worldwide 
GDP 

2. Protecting ecosystems protects people; healthy ecosystems can reduce urban flood 
heights by 20%   

3. More than 80% of natural processes central to a healthy natural environment are 
already being impacted by climate change 

4. Climate change may threaten a quarter of all species on land with extinction by 2050 
5. Conserving ecosystems that sequester and store carbon could meet the negative 

emissions requirements of more than one third of climate change scenarios that keep 
warming to 1.5˚C 

	



	

 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What can you ask your MP to do? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Locally: Become a champion for a species in your local area. Visit a local scheme to increase 
biodiversity in urban green spaces; see the Living Highways project for an example. 
 
Does your constituency have a community forest? Tell your MP about the benefits of the scheme 
and invite them to come along and visit. 
 
Nationally: Support the incorporation of the Habitats and Birds Directives into UK law 
following Brexit. The Government’s 25-year environment plan has many encouraging 
suggestions but no legally binding targets. You could ask you MP to encourage and support 
legally binding targets being developed by DEFRA. See WWF’s briefing here for more details. 
 
Follow up: a more in depth ‘ask’ if an MP shows a particular interest. Ask how the UK’s next National 
Adaptation Programme, due in 2018, will ensure the conservation of natural habitats that play a 

Case Study 
 
The Forest of Marston Vale is one of 12 community forests designated by the government in 
the early 1990s to restore land degraded by industrial activity. 
 
The reforestation of an 1141-hectare area in Marston Vale to help meet this target provides a 
clear example of how nature conservation and restoration can address climate change, while 
also benefiting the local community and economy. The forest removes nearly 5000 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide every year – the equivalent of the carbon footprint of about 500 people in the 
UK, or of driving your car for over 100 years. It also provides £13 million of natural 
ecosystem services to people each year (as valued by Natural Capital Solutions). This includes 
the removal of 65 million tonnes of health-damaging particulate matter, and a reduction in 
peak water flow that protects the local area from flooding. Every £1 invested in foresting this 
area is providing £11 worth of ecosystem services. 
	



	

key role in storing carbon and slowing climate change – such as peatlands and lowland fens. Find 
out more about the UK National Adaptation Programme here. 
 

 
 
Other asks of your MP: 

• Within the UK Marine Strategy it would be good to see a commitment to increasing the 
number of Marine Protected Areas, but there also needs to be a greater ambition for 
their management. You can speak to your MP about the  

• The Government’s commitment to eliminating plastic waste by 2042 lacked detail or 
legally binding targets. You could talk to your MP about the need for moving the 2042 
target much sooner, and the implementation of stricter proposals rather than the weak 
suggestions currently within the 25-year plan. WWF says that we ‘ultimately need to 
move towards the end of single use plastics.’ 

• Given the UK is currently in a state of deforestation, ask your MP to support woodland 
planting as a key priority. This can act as a major carbon sink but also bring with it many 
health benefits. 

 
A collaborative report from The Conservative Environment Network and Bright Blue makes the 
following suggestions: 
 

• ‘Given our substantial international aid budget and expertise, there is a compelling case 
for the UK to lead international efforts to conserve global nature, as part of this 
Government’s post- Brexit ‘Global Britain’ strategy.’ 

• ‘Funding for global nature conservation between 2010 and 2013 on biodiversity 
conservation averaged £75 million per annum, which represents only 0.5% of the now 
approximately £14 billion annual UK Overseas Development Aid (ODA) budget. 
During the same period, the EU and France have both scaled-up their support for global 
nature conservation, and provide approximately $150-$250 million per annum of 
biodiversity ODA each.’ Making funding for biodiversity conservation more of a priority 
is therefore necessary. The report therefore suggests a ‘Global Nature Conservation 
Fund’ where £1 billion of additional funding is made available each year from 2020, and 
would be controlled by DEFRA. 

 
 


