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Delivering the Government’s ambitions in the 25-year Environment 
Plan for a 500,000ha nature recovery network, above all else, will 
require access to land and access to finance. In addition, it will need 
a good understanding of how to integrate nature restoration within 
the food and farming system. 

The Green Finance Institute (GFI) has calculated that the cost of 
restoring nature in the UK to a level that aims to rebuild ecosystem 
function and hence resilience against future environmental shocks, 
will be between £44bn - £97bn over the 10-year period to 2030. 
Where will that money come from given the current, interrelated, 
global geo-political and economic crises we are experiencing? And 
if we find the money can we find the land? In this feature I explore 
the options and conclude with six principles we could adopt to 
deliver nature recovery quickly.
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Current nature funding
Let us first look at how nature is currently funded in the UK. An exploration of the 
accounts1 of the 17 main non-governmental organisations in the UK involved in 
biodiversity conservation, with an aggregate membership of around 7.3 million 
people, an employee base of about 15,000 and a gross income of £1bn, suggests 
that in the order of £370m is spent annually on some form of biodiversity, though 
disaggregating organisation staff salaries and pension costs from direct spending 
on the ground isn’t possible. Added to that are the Government’s agri-environment 
payments to farmers of about £380-400m per annum. Farm subsidies (basic 
payment scheme, BPS) cannot be counted as they do not pay for environmental 
outcomes and in any event are being transitioned away to zero by 2027. 

The upcoming Environmental Land Management scheme (ELM) due to be introduced 
next year as a replacement for agri-environment payments and BPS, providing solely 
public money for public goods (sustainable farming, local and landscape-scale 
nature recovery) will, at best, provide farmers and landholders with £2.4bn per year, 
saving the Treasury about £1.2bn per annum overall. So, with a fair wind, there may 
be a maximum of £2.8bn per year available for some form of nature restoration in the 
UK. When aligned with the need identified by GFI, there will be a shortfall of between 
35% (£1.6bn) and 70% (£6.9bn) in funding per year.

1 Based on annual reports for the period 2015-2017.
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Given the existential challenge posed by climate change and biodiversity loss, the 
above funding gap should be viewed as very small, if not insignificant. A number 
of other countries are moving ahead with the ambition needed to turn around 
these existential threats, realising there is now no choice but to fund the necessary 
measures. The cost of inaction is too great. 

The United States government, for example, has authorised $369bn to be earmarked 
for climate and energy-related measures through the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA). 
The IRA, and this unprecedented funding initiative, will shape the country’s climate 
and industrial policy for years to come and is the most meaningful climate bill 

ever passed in the US. Overall, the IRA 
seeks to accelerate US emission cuts, 
putting the country on a path to reduce 
greenhouse gases by 40% below 2005 
levels by 2030. At last it seems that at 
least one of the big global players is now 
taking the climate emergency seriously 
and the implications for biodiversity 
recovery should also be substantial. 

Whilst we are starting to see the 
emergence of real action from the UK 
Government, the much paraded £640m 
Nature and Climate Fund, much of it 
yet to be aligned to a strategy let alone 
allocated, looks small by comparison. 
The US commitment amounts to around 
$1100 per person (though there is no 
quantified time period over which this 
would apply) whereas in the UK the 
figure is about £9 per person. Of course, 
the UK Government is rightly looking 
to secure, by 2030, around £1bn of 
investment into nature per year from the 

private sector, which would equate to an additional spend of about £14 per person 
per year as long as that investment materialises.  If we then add in the potential 
£2.4bn per year from the ELM scheme, the per capita spend on nature recovery could 
be £48, or £54 if NGO funding is included. This compares to £2,430 per capita spent 
on the National Health Service in England. 

There is no doubt therefore that we need far greater ambition if we are to 
meaningfully reduce the existential impacts from climate change and biodiversity 
loss; we should take a lead from the US. Nor are the impacts of climate change and 
biodiversity loss something that will happen in the future – they are affecting us right 
now and are going to significantly increase in the coming decades.
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Developing future markets
Constraints on the public purse will continue to be severe and the NGO sector is 
likely to continue to experience ever greater financial challenges - in any event the 
NGO community will never have sufficient access to land to significantly move the 
dial on biodiversity recovery. Whilst we absolutely do need to see a very significant 
uplift in public funding of natural capital protection and enhancement, I predict 
that the majority of nature recovery in the UK could and should be through private 
investment into private landholdings. In which case what asset classes in the natural 
environment are emerging, or likely to emerge in the future, and how would the 
money flows work?

There are a range of nature-based solutions being promoted and evaluated across 
the UK and each asset class or ecosystem service that they comprise essentially 
has some form of end user at various geographic scales who are showing interest in 
buying into projects that saves them money, are more efficient or which enable them 
to comply with a regulation and hence receive a permission.  At-market examples 
are biodiversity offsets required as a result of the need for developers to comply 
with the Biodiversity Net Gain mandate embedded in the 2021 Environment Act, 
nutrient neutrality compliance from housing schemes via the Habitats Regulations, 
carbon offsetting by an increasing number of corporates as an effective component 
of achieving net zero carbon emissions, and water quality improvements pursued 
by water companies through habitat creation and management at a catchment 
scale working with farmers. Government is also a buyer of a range of nature-based 
services through payments made to farmers under existing Countryside Stewardship 
and the forthcoming ELM scheme which is based on larger and broader scale land 
use interventions to support policy initiatives around nature-friendly farming.

Emerging, near-market nature-based solutions include peatland restoration to 
sequester carbon, increasing habitat provision and land cover complexity to boost 
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biodiversity and retain water, woodland creation for carbon storage, rebuilding soil 
carbon to retain water and soil moisture, creation of grassland buffer habitat along 
riparian corridors to protect water courses from pollution caused by chemical runoff 
from arable fields, wildflowers planted into extended field margins to provide habitat 
for pollinators and predatory insects, natural in-stream dams to hold back water to 
prevent flash flooding and extension of flood meadows to alleviate flood risk. 

However, payments into the above scenarios are direct and transactional, largely with 
a local dimension alleviating damage or complying with a legal requirement. There is 
a further, much bigger market that is about to take off within the corporate sector not 
connected to development, water, flood risk mitigation and the like and is a tangible 
extension of corporate emissions reduction and offsetting.

The World Economic Forum has stated that 55% of 
global GDP (equivalent to $44 trillion) relies on what 
nature provides2. If corporate businesses have not yet 
engaged in understanding their reliance on natural 
capital they will need to do so or face major significant 
risks, including an inability to obtain investment. Hence 
nature-based markets will start to mature over the 
coming few years as businesses recognise and quantify 
their dependence on natural capital. The wider corporate 
market will develop as a result of both regulatory 
pressure to report on their impacts on natural capital 
through their financial accounts and annual reports, as 
well as through investor pressure.

In relation to the latter, there has been an exponential 
increase in sustainable investing (driven by environmental, social and governance 
pressures) over the past 15 years from $178bn in 2005 to $16.6tn in 2020³. However, 
voluntary markets in nature-based solutions will never deliver the investment needed 
to restore the natural environment to a position where ecosystem resilience is 
assured. For example, only now that biodiversity net gain and offsetting is mandatory 
under planning law has there been a major shift in attitude on the part of developers; 
if they don’t comply, they don’t develop.

I’ve been saying for a number of years that if Government were to require corporate 
businesses to measure, disclose, reduce and then offset the residual impacts of 
their activities by investing into nature-based solutions at scale, the market would be 
worth well in excess of £3bn per annum. It would strengthen business by building 
ecosystem resilience and enable participants to be the companies that attract 
financial investment into their own development and growth. The proof of the 
pudding will be in the eating, but the US has set the bar for the sort of governance 
and scale of initiative that is going to be needed to effectively tackle the climate and 
biodiversity emergencies. Pretty much little else matters, and that is hard to say in 
these times of economic pressure and geo-political instability.

2 World Economic Forum (2020). New Nature Economy Report II. The Future of Nature and Business. WEF January 2020.
3 US SIF Foundation as of 31/12/20 provided by Brown Advisory.
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Nature recovery, farming and land use
There are therefore major opportunities for securing investment into the natural 
environment in excess of the Government’s ambition through both compliance 
markets and regulatory pressures and through the weight of the investment sector.

So then to the land. One of the problems with the nature conservation ‘movement’ 
is that almost all the initiatives to create and manage habitats to date are reliant 
on grant funding, which is often too little, over too short a time period, and doesn’t 
sufficiently incentivise the landowner or farmer through revenue. The policy and NGO 
sector also obsesses over where to target the land for nature recovery and hence 
where to spend the money. For the past 30 years we have attempted to map out 

various biodiversity strategies 
to transform our landscapes. 
In the 1990’s we had ‘Wetland 
Vision’, followed by the wildlife 
trusts ‘Living Landscapes’ 
and RSPB’s ‘FutureScapes’. 
There have been proposals for 
‘Ecological Restoration Zones’, 
‘Nature Improvement Areas’, 
‘Biodiversity Action Plan’ 
sites, ‘Important Biodiversity 
Delivery Areas’, ‘Biodiversity 
Opportunity Maps’ and Local 
Nature Partnership driven 
spatial plans. At the time of 
writing we now have proposals 

for ‘Local Nature Recovery Strategies’ which again attempt to set out spatially where 
nature recovery could or should take place, though the details, for example who 
sets these up and administers them (called responsible bodies), has yet to be fully 
explained. What is clear to me, however, is that very little biodiversity recovery has 
happened as a result of these initiatives. Access to sufficient land and money are the 
key reasons for failure and in both of these it is essential to understand the role and 
functions of landowning and farming.

For nature recovery success to happen at scale we need a model that integrates 
with food production and delivers a return on investment – we need to make nature 
economically visible.  There also needs to be greater clarity on whether we spare land 
for nature or share nature objectives with other land uses and the debate around this 
has been running for the past decade.

Land sparing focusses on intensifying agriculture still further through what has been 
termed sustainable intensification, where inputs of pesticides, fertilisers, fuel and 
labour are potentially reduced and increased yields are achieved through advances in 
technology. In theory less land is used for growing food. Biodiversity is conserved on 
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land removed from food production. Whilst this initially sounds attractive and viable, 
in practice there are major concerns that sustainable intensification will expand 
land-take still further to develop and satisfy an export market for cash and there 
is never likely to be a restriction on intensification activity. If yet higher yields are 
only attainable through increased deployment of pesticides (fungicides, herbicides, 

insecticides etc.) it will be too appealing 
not to use them. If further intensification 
drives increases in the supply and 
demand for food, there is a major 
risk that intensifying agriculture won’t 
actually spare much land for nature and 
the ecosystem services it provides.

On the other hand, land sharing 
adopts agroecological approaches 
to food production, working with, 
rather than against, nature. Also 
used interchangeably with the term 
regenerative agriculture, biodiversity 
and ecosystem services such as 

natural pollination of crops, carbon sequestration (soils and habitats), clean air, 
water retention and quality management, and flood alleviation and management, are 
supported across the whole farmed landscape. Although yields can be somewhat 
lower than under intensive agriculture (though not often significantly so), cost 
savings from zero chemical usage and much reduced fuel use, can usually improve 
margins. The move away from fossil-fuel-derived and energy intensive inputs and 
practices (such as ploughing) and the degradation of arable land, rapidly improves 
biodiversity and builds ecosystem resilience. 

A new report, Feeding Britain from the Ground Up, by the Sustainable Food Trust 
(SFT)3, explains in detail how a new model of sustainable farming can feed the 
population. It is based on agroecological or biological methods based on crop 
rotations with a fertiliser building phase using forage legumes and grasses to 
enhance organic matter and biological activity in the soil, with livestock raised on 
pasture-based systems. Essentially, this is a land sharing model because biodiversity 
and ecosystem services are integrated with food production across the landscape, 
alongside more permanent land cover transitions to semi-natural habitat. 

SFT modelled changes in land use across the different land classifications that 
would deliver greater nutrition per acre rather than calories (which is the basis of the 
industrial farming we have pursued for the past 50 years). Under this approach, they 
show that grain output would fall significantly (based on much less cereals being 
consumed by livestock), poultry, pork and to a lesser extent dairy would decline, fruit, 
vegetables and pulses would increase (by 52%), beef and lamb production would 
remain stable but production systems would be less intensive, largely pasture-based 
with much better animal welfare. 

3 Sustainable Food Trust (2022). Feeding Britain from the Ground Up. SFT 



// 9

Under the model, the amount of land farmed in the UK would decline from 72% to 
62%, with a reduction of area growing crops, and an increase in temporary pasture 
used as part of a rotation (as a result of a switch to mixed farming – ie livestock, 
arable and other crops grown together), and a 25% reduction in cereal acreage, a 
decline in oilseeds and sugar beet. The extent of permanent pasture would decline 

by 31% as a result of an 
increase in woodland cover 
(to 1m ha) and the amount 
of land dedicated to nature, 
natural capital and the 
ecosystem services they 
deliver (covering an area of 
1.5m ha) would increase.

It has long been known that 
mixed farming based on 
rotations is much better for 
farmland biodiversity. The 
intensification of agriculture 
has resulted in a 60% crash 
in biodiversity over the past 
five or six decades. Mixed 
farming as advocated by 
the SFT provides a diversity 

of integrated livestock and crop production systems. Based on a regional spatially 
literate approach to where best to grow the different crops in association with 
livestock (largely beef cattle and sheep), the values to biodiversity and carbon are as 
follows :

• Elimination of pesticides and chemical fertilisers
• Crop diversity managed in rotations
• A diversity of forage legumes (that fixed nitrogen) undersown into temporary grasslands
• Allocation of 10% of the cropable area to on-farm natural habitats
• Major increase in hedgerows and agroforestry cover
• Transition of two million hectares of land from agricultural use to woodland, natural 

habitat and rewilded areas
• Reduced and better stocking densities of sheep and cattle that optimise biodiversity

The proportions of livestock to cropland would differ across different regions of the 
country under such a mixed farming regime with more grazing livestock in the arable 
south and east and a decline in grazing livestock numbers in the grassland-dominated 
north and west as a result of deintensification. The overall approach would maximise 
food nutrition, diet quality and farming margins whilst substantially reducing the 
environmental impacts of food production. The model showed that it is entirely 
possible to feed our population properly by moving to agroecological-based farming.
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The SFT report also recognises the huge but untapped value that urban food production 
could make to the nation, highlighting the importance of vegetable and fruit growing 
in urban environments – we could produce much more food of high nutritional quality 
in our towns ie where most people live.  This alerted me to an interesting dilemma 
around our current approach to biodiversity net gain within development sites.  One of 
the constraints on Biodiversity Net Gain (as brought into law through the Environment 
Act 2021) from delivering effective nature recovery at scale is the guidance requiring 
developers to site as much of the BNG requirement within the boundary of the 
development site. There is now significant evidence and thinking to demonstrate that 
BNG delivered within a development boundary has limited or no value to biodiversity 
because of disturbance, ineffective longevity of management, and a desire for tidiness on 
the part of residents if the site is a housing scheme. In parallel, commercial development 
rarely has the space to provide biodiversity nor do developers want to accept 30 years of 
management cost for something that has very limited value to the public. 

In order, therefore, to optimise food production in the UK (and elsewhere), instead 
of promoting BNG within a development it would be much more valuable to have 
communal food growing areas (vegetables and fruit) which would benefit residents, 
facilitate community cohesion and ownership, improve diets and bring people closer 
to their food and how it is produced. If all moderately sized housing schemes, for 
example, were required to provide allotments that are tended by residents, the 
amount of urban production would contribute significantly to the nation’s food 
security and provide better quality food to communities who might otherwise be 
challenged to afford food of such nutritional value. 

BNG would then be almost entirely delivered outwith the boundary of the 
development site, for example in large, specially established habitat banks such as 
are being set up by Environment Bank that lead to large-scale nature restoration sites 
that provide ecosystem function and resilience.



// 11

What would effective nature recovery look like?
Taking into account the critical importance of addressing climate change and 
biodiversity loss, our pattern of land ownership, stewardship and management, our 
need to feed people, and public and private mechanisms and levels of funding, how 
should nature recovery be delivered?

Much of the academic debate 
around land sparing vs land 
sharing comes down in favour 
of the former. However, I believe 
there is a major flaw in the 
understanding of how human 
behaviour would influence 
delivery.  The continuation 
of high-input, high-fossil-fuel 
derived agricultural production 
which in theory might spare 
land for nature, will never have 
its boundaries constrained in 
law. The land sparing model 
is therefore, in my view, 
undeliverable if we need to rebuild 

natural capital and ecosystem resilience. It would be too appealing to continue 
intensive high-input farming to produce crops for calories that maximise short-term 
gross cash income at the expense of creating food of high nutritional value in which 
natural capital is protected and enhanced at scale across the UK. 

Short-term gain in which natural capital subsidises food production is not sustainable 
and when the externality damage that intensive agriculture causes is factored-in, the 
true costs of food production are twice the price paid by the consumer at the till4. 
External costs include, for example, the health issues that appear largely to have 
emerged as a result of high-input intensive agriculture (the obesity epidemic for 
example), the costs attributed to soil erosion, chemical pollution and nutrification of 
water courses and wetlands, pesticide impacts on beneficial insects (eg. pollinators 
and natural predators), landscape degradation, flooding, habitat removal and high 
carbon emissions. In effect, we have been deploying the land sparing model for 
the past 50 years and it has failed – a 60% decline in UK biodiversity is hardly an 
exemplar of success as a result of nature being pushed to the margins. I do not 
therefore believe that land sparing, as currently defined, has anything to offer nature 
or ecosystem resilience – the risks and impacts we have seen over the past decades 
will remain.

So some form of land sharing model has to be the way forward. The SFT have shown 
in better detail than any others to date, how an agroecological approach to farming 
in the future can provide the nutrition, quantity and quality of food that we require, 

4 The Hidden Cost of UK Food. Summary Report. Sustainable Food Trust. November 2017.
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whilst protecting and enhancing natural capital and rebuilding ecosystem resilience. 
The approach includes devoting 10% of farmed land to permanent semi-natural 
habitat to accommodate non-farming specialists, juxtaposed with existing areas of 
semi-natural habitat, enabling expansion of species’ ranges. Rebuilding biodiversity 
is about increasing species abundances (bio-abundance) as well as species 
richness, achieved through a much more complex and integrated land cover, creating 
landscape diversity in the process. The diversity in land cover achieved thereby gives 
rise to ecosystem functionality and resilience whilst locking up carbon, improving air 
and water quality and providing a host of other ecosystem service benefits.

In summary, therefore, I come to the view that nature recovery would best be 
delivered according to the following principles:

1. A wholesale transition to an agroecological approach to farming and food 
production, with the nutritional, health, carbon, water/drought resistance and 
environmental benefits that accrue. This would rebuild farmland biodiversity at 
scale and accords with the SFT model whereby dietary changes drive less cereal 
growing, more mixed farming with rotational cropping and a major expansion 
in temporary leys and nitrogen fixing legumes, lower stocking densities in the 
uplands, more pulses, vegetables and fruit, less pork and chicken and hence less 
reliance on imported feedstock such as soy;

2. Allocation of 10% of farmland transitioned to habitat creation and either its long-
term management or deployment of a rewilding approach. This would lock up 
carbon, retain water and provide drought resistance, and provide natural predators 
of crop pests; 

3. An increase in public funding of nature recovery to £3bn per year, allocated 
to farmers and landowners for providing nature-based solutions to include 
permanent habitat creation. To a significant extent this is what ELMs should be 
delivering as a network running through the farmed environment;

4. A mandatory policy for corporate natural capital accounting, disclosure, impact 
reduction and offsetting of residual effects of business activity through the supply 
chain. This will create a substantial market for ‘nature credits’ generated by 
landholders via management interventions;

5. Less reliance on doing nothing until we have stakeholder agreed maps of where 
nature-based solutions should be located, and more emphasis on creating 
habitats at scale on the ground – learning by doing;

6. Since climate change and biodiversity loss are existential threats to us, their place 
in the policy landscape must be escalated to prime position. We need to take the 
long view of how we use land and understand that nature has to be economically 
visible. Only then will it receive the investment it deserves.
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Conclusion
The existential threats posed by climate change and biodiversity loss must be 
addressed now and we have to urgently move away from an agricultural system 
based on high inputs, high fuel and emissions costs and food production based on 
calories rather than nutrition. For nature recovery to be successful there needs to be 
better understanding of the factors that challenge landholders in determining their 
route to income generation. 

I examine the land sparing and land sharing debate and conclude that the most 
effective and efficient approach (essentially a largely land sharing model) would 
be a wholesale transition to agroecological farming methods, interposed with 
habitat creation and management to permanent semi-natural habitat, often (but 
not exclusively) juxtaposed with existing areas of nature value, thereby ensuring 
sufficient space for both farmland and more habitat-specific biodiversity, increasing 
bio-abundance. 

I review recent work of the Sustainable Food Trust that sets out the farming 
mechanics and dynamics of this model based on regional differences in cropping 
optimisation, crop rotations, dietary changes, mixed farming and a better way of 
valuing the uplands. 

Effective land sparing where land is ‘set-aside’ for nature and natural capital could 
never be delivered; there would always be pressure to continue to intensify and expand 
production. In my view sustainable intensification is a misnomer or even a myth. 

Finally, private investment into private landholdings is likely to be the main funder 
of nature recovery. In order to enable a market to develop, Government needs 
to introduce mandatory nature-related financial disclosure for corporate entities 
and then the offsetting of residual impacts via the purchase of nature credits by 
companies to achieve a Nature Positive balance sheet. I set out six principles that I 
believe would enable us to recover nature at scale relatively quickly. Time really is of 
the essence now.
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