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How Wild
Will We Be
in 20507 .

Happy 30th birthday CIEEM! Thirty
years ago | was about to start a Master’s
degree in conservation at University
College London, full of optimism about
how we were going to save the planet.
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Nature Positive farming, rewilding over the last 30 years? After all, we

are losing biodiversity faster than ever

and are also in the midst of a climate

emergency. So the key question is, will
Where will we be in 30 years? Will the 2020s be seen as a what we are doing now in relation to
turning point, or is it already too late? This decade has been Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG), habitat
restoration and rewilding make more
of a difference over the next 30 years?

declared the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, and
there is a strong sense that if we don’t act now, we could be How wild will we be in 20502 Will we
facing ecological collapse. Here | consider whether the current ~ have saved the planet, or will Earth be

an ecological wasteland dominated by

obsessions with Biodiversity Net Gain, habitat restoration and, , e
cockroaches, pigeons, rats and jellyfish?

specifically, rewilding, will last the test of time such that, by . o .
N . We are at a turning point in the history

2050, a significantly greater proportion of the land and sea of our planet. The decade 2021-2030
has been restored to a more natural condition. The concept is the United Nations Decade on
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wider engagement with people will be essential if we are to and governments have twigged that
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done now. Alongside climate change,
biodiversity has muscled its way into
the heart of the political agenda. One
aspect in particular has captured the
public imagination: barely a day goes by
without a news story about rewilding.
But is this going to be just another
environmental fad, or is rewilding here
to stay? And do we have the room

for true rewilding in the UK, or will it
require a hybrid approach combining
rewilding with traditional conservation?

Dare we hope that Earth has reached
its ecological nadir, and that huge
areas of the planet will be returned to
nature over the coming decades? As
Geoffrey the gorilla might have said in
the hit 1980s comedy show Not the
Nine O’Clock News: “If the UK is not
significantly more biodiverse by 2050, |
won't be wild, I'll be absolutely livid!”

As my colleagues and | build our new
ecological business ventures Nature
Positive and RSK Wilding — aimed at
assessing the biodiversity impacts of
our corporate and developer clients and
using rewilding (alongside more active
interventions) to provide biodiversity
and carbon offsetting — | am struck

by the joyous long-termism of it all.
We're not looking at a quick fix that
could easily be overturned; this is not
nature conservation by sticking plaster.
England’s 25 Year Environment Plan - in
parallel with Nature Recovery Plans for
Scotland and Northern Ireland, and the
Nature Recovery Action Plan (NRAP)

for Wales — is an ambitious strategy for
enduring beneficial change, and we
are more than happy to jump on the
bandwagon. We are currently preparing
lease agreements for large areas of
land that will see them managed (or
not!) for biodiversity for at least the
next 30 years. On any future sale of the
land, the legal requirement to enhance
nature will pass to the new owner. The
agreements in place, and the ongoing
monitoring of the land, will ensure that
the increase in biodiversity committed
to at the outset is indeed delivered, and
then maintained for decades to come.

But what will these first offsetting sites
look like in 2050, and what is likely to
happen to them then?

We set up RSK Wilding and Nature
Positive in early 2020, and you

might imagine that starting two new
businesses just as the most significant

pandemic in a century was taking grip
was a stroke of bad luck. However, the
public has reconnected with nature

so much over the last year, largely
through enforced lockdown-induced
family perambulations. People are
now clearly much more responsive to
the idea of the biodiversity crisis and
the fact that the wonderful nature
that they have rediscovered is at risk.
The concepts of rewilding and habitat
restoration, and the ensuing reversal
of biodiversity loss, are really gaining
traction. This is providing the impetus
for substantive change in the planning
and policy spheres.

Critically, though, this new sense of
interest and urgency is not restricted

to environmental professionals, but is
shared with the population at large. This
year’s BBC Springwatch, for example,
came from Wild Ken Hill in Norfolk, and
Alladale in Scotland, and focused on
how rewilding and regenerative farming
could be key in addressing the twin
crises of climate change and biodiversity
loss. The more we can get the public on
board with this conservation crusade,
the more likely it is to bear fruit.
Literally. And we also need to get away
from the erroneous idea that rewilding
is all about reintroductions. It is much
more about restoring habitats (whether
actively or passively) for the benefit of
plants and invertebrates, which are the
real engine rooms of biodiversity; that's
why we chose the stag beetle for the
RSK Wilding logo.

BNG and rewilding are therefore two
sides of the same coin: making an area
wilder, and allowing natural processes
to take their course (and yes, sometimes
with a gentle nudge from more
traditional nature conservation along
the way), will increase biodiversity.
There continues to be debate about
what rewilding is, but this is all just
semantics. Ultimately, we just need to
do whatever it takes to get us out of
this massive biodiversity-shaped hole,
and | don't really care what you call

it. ‘Rewilding’ works for me because
that is the term that has captured the
imagination of the public; and for us to
effect the necessary change we need
the public on board.

The mandating of BNG through the

Environment Act later this year (still with
no date available at the time of writing),

‘ We are at a turning
point for our planet.
The decade 2021-2030 is the
United Nations Decade on
Ecosystem Restoration, and
not a moment too soon. ’ ’

alongside the establishment of a
national Nature Recovery Network, will
firmly establish the principle of species
and habitat recovery within the English
planning process (with similar measures
planned elsewhere in the UK). This will
allow farmers and other landowners

to see the commercial benefits of
managing their land for wildlife
enhancement in exchange for offsetting
payments. Defra’s Environmental Land
Management (ELM) scheme will similarly
incentivise positive biodiversity-related
land uses, providing “public money for
public [environmental] goods” at three
different scales, through the Sustainable
Farming Incentive, Local Nature
Recovery and Landscape Recovery.

But perhaps even more significant than
these positive policy developments is
the recent HM Treasury review into the
economics of biodiversity, carried out
by the eminent economist Professor
Partha Dasgupta. This could well be

a game-changer for the environment
over the coming decades. Professor
Dasgupta wants to see biodiversity
(and sustainability more generally) at
the heart of financial decision-making
by governments, not just in the UK but
across the world. No longer will clearing
natural habitat and exploiting nature be
the cheap and simple option that it has
been for hundreds of years; the power
of capitalism should now be harnessed
in support of the environment,

rather than relentlessly leading to its
destruction. Similar to the creation of
the United Nations and International
Monetary Fund in response to the
global crisis of World War 2, Professor
Dasgupta believes that we now need
to establish a similarly ambitious global
institution to tackle the twin crises of
climate change and biodiversity loss.
Since we all depend upon a healthy
biosphere, we should all be involved in
managing the commons (in particular
the open oceans) to ensure they are
protected, and there can no longer be
a free-for-all on the natural resource we
all rely upon.
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So, could it be that by 2050 we will

be living in a more environmentally
equitable world, where a significantly
greater proportion of the land is given
over to nature, and the planet is no
longer farmed or fished to oblivion,
careering along a one-way track to
catastrophic environmental breakdown?

Turning our attention back to the UK,
and the long-term implementation

of the principles of nature recovery
and rewilding, how might this look?
First and foremost, it should be the
case that someone flying over the
countryside in 2050 (in a zero-carbon
plane, obviously) will experience a

very different landscape to the one we
experience today. No longer will the
land be a chequerboard of bright green
and yellow fields as far as the eye can
see, interspersed only with the odd tiny
pocket of woodland or slightly more
interesting grassland. Instead, the now
firmly established Nature Recovery
Network (or its equivalent) will be clear
to see: enormous swathes of gloriously
messy countryside, linking up across
the landscape as if smeared by the
thick brush of a particularly exuberant
oil painter. There will be national
wilderness trails where you will be able
to walk enormous distances across the
country through nothing but wild land,
and once again the countryside will be
teeming with a glorious abundance of
insects, birds and flowering plants.

And what if we were to go walking
along one of these trails? As we climb
over a stile, might there be a sign saying
‘Beware of the wolves!'? Perhaps as we
make our way across the huge expanses
of scrubby grassland, we will encounter
herds of long-horn cows, bison or

even tauros, a new breed of wild cattle
specially bred as a modern-day version
of the aurochs to bring about what is
known as Pleistocene rewilding? And
maybe we will pick our way over one

of numerous beaver dams as we cross

a flooded wetland, or even poke at the
carcass of a roe deer, recently felled by a
lynx? Even beyond these wild areas, the
landscape will look very different. As we
look over the neighbouring farmland,
we will see that the enormous success
of regenerative farming has meant that
ground has not been ploughed for 30
years, and that decades of continuous
cover will have resulted in farmland
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once again buzzing with biodiversity,
and a soil throbbing with microbial life.

However, dropping momentarily out of
our reverie to focus on the practicalities
(pity, I was enjoying that!), once the
first 30 year conservation covenants
draw to an end in the early 2050s,
what is likely to happen then? Will
landowners keep the land managed
for biodiversity and, if so, what further
incentives might there be to encourage
this? Perhaps these will be in the form
of biodiversity maintenance payments,
with the Defra Metric (version 302.0)
continuing to be used to calculate the
number of biodiversity units accruing
from further improvement of habitat
condition (e.g. from semi-mature

to mature woodland)? Or will the

next generation of farmers simply be
relieved that the actions of the class of
2020 led to the restoration of healthy
and productive soils, and plough up
the restored land (or at least some of
it) for crops? Would that be so bad?
Or will it instead be the case that
regenerative farming has taken over
to the extent that all our agriculture is
now environmentally sound?

Of course, it is impossible to know
whether we are at a turning point in
the climate and biodiversity debate,

and whether the enormity of the crises
facing us has been grasped sufficiently
to force us to instigate the change
needed. What will we be saying

about the UN Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration in 30 years’ time? How will
future generations view our response to
the existentialist threat of environmental
breakdown when we had so much
evidence of the risk in front of us?

Will rewilding be seen to have saved
the planet? Will we be able to hold

our heads high with pride, or will we
be too ashamed to even look the next
generation in the eye? Without wishing
to be too gloomy, the potential certainly
exists that we will have failed, that this
brouhaha will have just been another
false dawn, and that the planet will be
doomed. If that happens, and assuming
I'm still alive, | truly will be livid.
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