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The searing heat and torrential rains that have spread around the globe this summer are 
clear evidence that climate change is having an impact on our weather patterns. Yes, even 
here in Yorkshire we have experienced some of those effects, although not yet so 
devastating. This change in our weather not only disrupts human activity in the short-term 
but critically threatens the whole of the natural world and in turn the long-term prospects for 
human kind.  

These warnings are not something new. Working away quietly in the background, agencies 
like the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), along with many 
other wildlife organisations, have submitted numerous ‘state of nature’ assessments to 
governments in recent years. Those of the IPBES especially are reporting that there have 
been rates of extinction over the last 50 years that the human world has never experienced 
before. Insect populations for example have declined by around 75%, which is deeply 
worrying because they are part of the natural food chain which birds and animals rely on. 

It might surprise you to learn that the UK – this green and pleasant land - is rated as having 
one of the most nature depleted landscapes in the world, which has happened largely due to 
the way land has been used and managed over many years. The biodiversity loss seen over 
the past 50 years is both a result of, and a driver for, climate breakdown. They are twin 
crises that feed off each other. Reversing biodiversity loss and putting effort and investment 
into nature recovery, is just as essential in resolving the climate crisis as is the rapid 
transition away from fossil fuels.  

The UK’s Climate Change Committee, in its 2020 report ‘Land use: Policies for a Net Zero 
UK’, set out pathways to enable nature recovery; low carbon, regenerative agriculture; 
bioenergy crops and a reduction in the consumption of the most carbon-intensive foods, 
whilst highlighting the benefits of achieving these things. 

The implication, of course, is that some significant changes are needed. The good news is 
that these changes will also mean a better, healthier quality of life for us all. Nature recovery, 
like afforestation, peatland restoration and marine ecosystem restoration, will help with flood 
mitigation and adaption; improve air, soil and water quality; metabolise atmospheric carbon 
back into the landscape and oceans, and create habitats for wildlife. In urban spaces 
increasing woodland cover, hedges and green spaces has been shown to reduce the 
amount of heat that builds-up in pavements, roads and buildings - known as the ‘urban heat 
island’ effect. It also boosts health and wellbeing from greater human connection with 
nature. 

Reducing the consumption of carbon intensive foods, such as beef, lamb and dairy products 
will have health benefits, but also crucially releases land for climate solutions. Low-carbon 
farming practices and agroforestry will help bring the agriculture sector to net zero, and also 
help to increase food production.  

Bioenergy is part of the UK’s energy supply mix and expanding the growing of energy crops 
like poplar and willow, will deliver emissions savings from the change in land use, and from 
the combustion of the harvested biomass, when used in conjunction with carbon capture and 
storage. 

All of these changes will also bring about another benefit, job creation, which is essential in a 
time of transition, like this.  



Everything in nature has a rhythm, nothing is wasted, matter endlessly being recycled, all its 
complex and interdependent systems following regenerative patterns. The economies of the 
world need to mimic nature’s circular and regenerative properties. 

A number of things need to happen over the next ten years, to align with national and 
international net carbon zero goals. These include the widespread take up of the coming 
Environmental Land Management Scheme (ELMS), a key aspect of the Government’s 25-
year Environment Plan, which replaces the Common Agricultural Policy, and is being trialled 
now. The idea is that land owners and managers will receive income for delivering beneficial 
environmental outcomes for the public good. There needs to be at least a 25% reduction in 
agricultural emissions and nationally three million hectares of agriculture land needs to be 
released for environmental uses, by 2030.  

There is also a national goal to increase woodland cover by one third by 2050. That means 
planting trees at a rate of 30,000 hectares a year - equivalent to a quarter of the entire 
Harrogate District - for the next 30 years. That means our district’s planting rate needs to be 
about 200 hectares a year, which is more than double the area covered by the Stray in 
Harrogate, creating 2,000 hectares of new woodland by the early 2030s, making support for 
landowners and farmers in their transition to new livelihoods essential. 

In our towns, more green infrastructure needs to be integrated into our shared urban spaces 
and the creation of Nature Recovery Networks is needed, to arrest and reverse the decline 
in wildlife. The Nidderdale Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), is already playing its 
part but must continue to be a key player, if the aim of making over 50% of its priority 
habitats, including peatlands, into favourable or recovering condition by 2030, are to be 
achieved. 

More people connecting with nature, facilitated by government investment and stimulus from 
organisations like Nidderdale AONB, Yorkshire Wildlife Trust and Yorkshire Dales 
Millennium Trust, is essential, to help embed nature recovery in our society. 

There are things we can do to help nature recovery. We can make land, that we have control 
or influence over, more welcoming for pollinators and other insects, with a variety of flowers, 
and if space allows let some areas become wilder, with less mowing and less tidying and 
perhaps scatter some wildflower seeds. Even a pile of dead wood somewhere shady is good 
for habitats and food for insects and fungi. If you can, grow a mix of trees and shrubs, which 
will provide seeds, berries, and shelter for small animals, and encourage birds by providing 
water and seed for them all year. Don’t buy peat-based compost (it’s being phased out 
anyway) and perhaps make your own compost from garden waste. More nature recovery 
projects are coming and there will be opportunities to volunteer, including some with Zero 
Carbon Harrogate. 

The UK can and must again become a nature rich place if we are to address the climate 
crisis and secure our future but only by making space and the right conditions for nature will 
it happen. This is already widely recognised by government but the time for half measures 
and talk is over, COP26 must be about putting in place the actions and means to deliver real 
solutions. 
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