
 

Nature in the UK is in serious decline. Without action to restore and create 
new habitats, this trend will continue, and the land sector will not become the 
massive carbon sink needed to meet net zero.  

The new Local Nature Recovery Scheme is one of the three arms of the 
forthcoming Environmental Land Management (ELM) Scheme. The Local 
Nature Recovery Scheme was anticipated to replace and improve the 
Countryside Stewardship Scheme which currently pays farmers in England 
for a range of actions designed to reduce food yield but benefit the 
environment.  

Given that the Countryside Stewardship Scheme has been insufficient to 
reverse nature declines, it is essential that Local Nature Recovery is more 
ambitious to meet the UK’s target of ending nature decline by 2030.  

However, there are suggestions that Local Nature Recovery could be even less 
ambitious than the Countryside Stewardship Scheme, whilst the Retained EU 
Law (Revocation and Reform) Bill (REUL) is adding further uncertainty to the 
future of habitats currently protected by European legislation.  

Our analysis reveals that failing to improve the Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme would see populations of bird species decline by seven per cent to 
2050, with six species losing half their population size (corn bunting, grey 
partridge, linnet, quail, tree sparrow and turtle dove).  

In addition, loss of 273,000 hectares of woodland and 492,000 hectares of wet 
grassland, currently supported by the Countryside Stewardship Scheme, 
would exacerbate declines. Our analysis suggests this loss would see birds 
decline by a further two per cent, with Cetti’s warbler also expected to lose half 
of its population size.  

If the new scheme does not improve on the Countryside Stewardship Scheme, 
and if the existing wetland and woodland habitats funded by it are lost, we 
found that there will be 2.5 million fewer birds in the UK by 2050.  

In addition, we found that Countryside Stewardship Scheme payments cover 
a woodland carbon store of 18MtCO2e. Loss of this would cancel out all the 
carbon sequestration planned under the government’s ambitious woodland 
creation targets over the next decade.  



Furthermore, a portion of Countryside Stewardship Scheme payments that 
cover 492,000 hectares of wet grassland are on peat soils. Any degradation of 
this land would increase UK greenhouse gas emissions significantly and be a 
clear contradiction of the government’s ambitious target to restore 35,000 
hectares of peatland by 2025 and 280,000 hectares of peatland by 2050.  This 
target would deliver 15 per cent of the avoided emissions needed from the 
agriculture and land use sector under the Government’s Net Zero Strategy.  

In summary, without Local Nature Recovery that preserves existing, and 
creates further, wildlife habitats, the government will fail to reverse nature 
decline in the UK and reach net zero.35 

Presently, £300 million is paid to farmers in England through agri-
environment schemes.1 Payments are intended to compensate them for 
changing their practices to benefit the environment.  

Currently, relative to the spending on agri-environment schemes, a much 
larger sum is spent on direct payments to farmers simply based on the area of 
land they farm. 

The forthcoming ELM Scheme promised to spend much more of the budget 
paying farmers to deliver public goods, such as biodiversity and carbon 
sequestration.2  

Of the three schemes proposed under ELM, Local Nature Recovery was 
initially expected to replace, improve and expand the existing Countryside 
Stewardship Scheme.3 This is the main agri-environment scheme currently 
operating in England which has failed to reverse ongoing wildlife declines.4  

Local Nature Recovery was expected to go further to deliver the government 
target of halting wildlife declines by 2030. However, suggestions that it will be 
watered down, combined with future uncertainty for habitats protected by 
retained EU legislation, threaten to accelerate wildlife decline.  

The loss of existing habitats would put at risk substantial carbon stocks at a 
time when the Government’s Net Zero Strategy plans to expand carbon stocks 
drastically and rapidly.  

This briefing explores the biodiversity implications of not improving and 
expanding agri-environment schemes. Then it considers the biodiversity 
implications of losing woodland and wetland habitats protected by the 
Countryside Stewardship Scheme. These are a small part of the scheme, 
receiving approximately eight per cent of its budget.5 These habitats also 
provide a carbon sink, so, finally, we consider the climate consequences of 
losing, or not expanding them.  

The UK is already one of the most nature depleted countries in the world. 
Without any action, by 2050 populations of wild bird species are expected to 
be seven per cent smaller than today, on average.6  



Across all species, there would be 2.27 million fewer birds, with six species 
expected to lose at least half their population: corn bunting, grey partridge, 
linnet, quail, tree sparrow and turtle dove.  

In addition, our analysis suggests that the loss of the woodland and wet 
grassland habitats, protected under the Countryside Stewardship Scheme, 
would exacerbate these declines, such that populations fall on average by a 
further two per cent.7 This course of action would also see Cetti’s warbler lose 
more than half its population.  

Across all species, our analysis suggests that lack of action to address declines, 
combined with the loss of Countryside Stewardship Scheme supported 
habitats, would lead to the UK having 2.5 million fewer birds in 2050, 
compared to today.   

 

Woodland habitats are a huge carbon store. Indeed, for this reason, the UK 
government has a tree planting target of 30,000 hectares per year by the end 
of this parliament, reaching 50,000 hectares per year by 2035.8  

We found that woodland protected under the Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme already stores 18MtCO2e.9,10 Losing this carbon store would wipe out 
the additional sequestration expected to be delivered by all the planned 
woodland creation under the Government’s Net Zero Strategy between now 
and 2032.11  

Wet grassland habitats are often on peat soils.12 When these are flooded, they 
are not a major source of emissions. However, draining peatlands for 
cultivation results in high carbon emissions. Indeed, degraded peatlands are 
estimated to be responsible for four per cent of the UK’s annual emissions.13  

We cannot estimate how much of the Countryside Stewardship Scheme’s wet 
grassland is on peat soils, but loss of any would take the government further 
away from its intention to grow the area of wet grassland by 35,000 hectares 
by 2025, and 280,000 hectares by 2050.  

Decisive action is needed now to ensure no existing habitat is lost and to 
enable Local Nature Recovery to deliver the expansion of wet grassland, given 
it is the most likely scheme that will pay farmers to restore peat, rather than 
cultivate it.  

The government’s target to restore 280,000 hectares of degraded peat soils by 
2050 would avoid emissions of up to 4.8MtCo2e annually. This is equivalent to 
15 per cent of the carbon savings needed from the agriculture and land use 
sector by 2050, according to the Government’s Net Zero Strategy.14 
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