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Critical natural infrastructure

Nature is invaluable in its own right. We, and millions of people across the UK, will always argue for
nature to be protected for its own sake. However, nature is also fundamental to humanity and the
economy. The 10-Year Infrastructure Strategy should include a strategic approach to investment in
critical natural infrastructure and nature-based solutions.

Existing and new economic activity is dependent on critical natural infrastructure. Nature provides a
huge variety of provisioning, regulating, and cultural services that enable our society to thrive. From
flood defence and clean air, to food production, and to health and wellbeing from access to green and
blue space, the quality and reliability of those services depends on the condition of nature. Invariably,
nature’s ability to provide for our needs is not reliant on single environmental assets, but on complex
interdependent ecological networks. However, within those networks there are some features and
areas that are of outstanding importance for environmental economics, such as flood plains, native
woodlands, trees, and protected sites. These are our “critical natural infrastructure”.

These critical natural infrastructure assets are currently in a state of chronic degradation. Less than
40% of SSSls are in favourable condition; not a single river is in good overall condition; 19% of species
abundance has been lost since 1970.12 The Strategy outlines several key objectives, the first of which
hinges on growth being resilient to future threats. With severe climate risks facing the UK, alongside
ongoing nature degradation, existing and new economic activity cannot be fully protected.

Like any other infrastructure asset, nature requires capital and maintenance investment to continue
to provide its services. Wild salmon (Salmo salar) and eel (Anguilla anguilla) are now endangered
species because investment in population maintenance has been slow to recognise the causes of
declines and to implement solutions.>* At the moment, there is no systematic assessment of the
investment needed for nature. Instead, critical funds are either based on political expediency (such as

! State of Nature partnership. (2023). State of Nature report.

2 Reid, C., Hornigold, K., McHenry, E., Nichols, C., Townsend, M., Lewthwaite, K., Elliot, M., Pullinger, R.,
Hotchkiss, A., Gilmartin, E., White, |., Chesshire, H., Whittle, L., Garforth, J., Gosling, R., Reed, T. and Hugi, M.
(2021) State of the UK's Woods and Trees 2021, Woodland Trust.

3 Institute of Fisheries Management. (2023) Position statement on Atlantic Salmon conservation and

protection.
4 WWT. (n.d.). Why the once common European eel is now Critically Endangered (and what can be done about

it).
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the agricultural budget, handed down from EU days) or are short-term and un-strategic (such as the
Green Recovery Fund).

As part of the 10-Year Infrastructure Strategy, the Government should analyse the critical
dependencies between environmental infrastructure and its own missions. Net Zero will be impossible
without natural sequestration. Resilient growth, the first objective of the Strategy, will falter without
effective services like pollination, sustainable water supplies, and natural flood defence. The future of
public healthcare will depend on promoting positive health through access to nature and clean air,
relieving pressure on the NHS, whilst simultaneously preventing further degradation.

We welcome the third principle of the Strategy that emphasises cross-sector measures, with Net Zero,
climate change and Environment Act targets at the heart. Setting a long-term investment plan for
restoring the UK’s critical natural infrastructure would be a strategic benefit for a mission-led
government. Doing so would enable cross-cutting alignment with delivery of the Environmental
Improvement Plan and the legal commitment to halt nature’s decline in this parliament (as per
paragraph 12(c) of the Levelling-up and Regeneration Act 2023).

Setting out this investment need and the contribution that public funds can make should sit alongside
a programme to require and enable private sector investment in nature recovery. This would allow
for the confident development of a pipeline of critical natural infrastructure projects up and down the
country which has so far been lacking.

We recommend that the Government includes a clear plan for critical natural infrastructure
investment as a core pillar of its forthcoming Strategy and a key-enabler of mission-led government.

Priorities for the 10-year Infrastructure Strategy

The integration of nature-based solutions (NbS) and natural capital into national infrastructure
planning is paramount for achieving environmental and climate resilience, meeting Net Zero and
Environment Act targets, and enhancing public wellbeing. Importantly, nature-based solutions are
cost-effective tools delivering value-for-money infrastructure. By leveraging natural processes, these
solutions often provide more sustainable and economically viable alternatives to conventional "grey"
infrastructure.

The Planning and Infrastructure Bill, as currently drafted, falls short of meaningfully integrating nature-
based solutions and natural capital into national infrastructure planning. This is a missed opportunity
at the outset of a 10-year Strategy that should be laying a foundation for sustainable, resilient
development in the face of climate and biodiversity crises. Instead of placing nature at the core of
planning, the Bill weakens environmental safeguards and risks entrenching a development model that
sees nature as a constraint, not an asset.

With key principles focusing on sustainability, resilience, efficiency and innovation, the 10-year
Infrastructure Strategy working paper aligns well with the implementation of nature-based solutions.
The Strategy aligns with Government missions and recognises the importance of clean energy and
reaching Net Zero emissions targets, which can be underpinned by nature. For example, nature-based
solutions can provide up to 37% of the emission reductions needed to achieve the Paris Agreement
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targets.> As climate change remains fraught, the frequency and intensity of hazards increases, such as
flooding, drought, and wildfires. These risks vary by location.® The Strategic Spatial Energy Plan (SSEP)
framework must ensure that energy infrastructure siting accounts for these risks and the spatial
variation within them. Importantly, meeting energy and climate goals should not undermine
environmental objectives such as ecosystem restoration.’

We welcome the second objective in the Strategy that sets out a commitment to deliver the clean
energy superpower mission. To support this mission of clean power by 2030 and Net Zero by 2050, it
is essential that infrastructure planning prioritises the restoration and protection of ecosystems such
as peatlands, wetlands, and coastal habitats. These vital habitats enhance carbon sequestration,
support grid resilience by reducing the risk of climate-related disruptions (e.g. flooding and
heatwaves), and provide natural cooling that can reduce energy demand. Furthermore, integrating
green corridors and vegetated buffers around renewable energy sites can support biodiversity, reduce
land-use conflict, and enhance public acceptance of clean power projects.

Infrastructure development can be a catalyst for wider gains for the environment when designed with
responsible policies in mind. Celtic Sea Power's early work in the Celtic Sea gives an indication of how
responsible development could be achieved, using evidence-based approaches to ensure responsible
growth of offshore wind technology whilst safeguarding the marine environment.®

The UK government has previously committed to embedding wider gains for the environment in
infrastructure through its 25-year Environment Plan.° The 10-year Infrastructure Strategy could
further reinforce this promise by incorporating principles of natural capital and commitments on
nature recovery into its long-term planning framework. Securing an effective approach to mandatory
Biodiversity Net Gain for NSIPs and marine development will be an essential first step in achieving this.

Nature-based infrastructure offers various benefits, including carbon sequestration, flood risk
mitigation, access to nature, and biodiversity enhancement.® This covers both land and sea, where
the value of undisturbed soil** and blue carbon ecosystems?? (such as subtidal sediments, seagrass
meadows, salt marshes, and kelp forests) for carbon sequestration and reaching the Net Zero target
is often under-appreciated. By integrating these solutions into the Strategy, the UK can work towards
meeting its sustainable development goals while also addressing infrastructure needs cost-effectively
and resiliently.

Peatlands in particular are vital carbon sinks and biodiversity hotspots, making their protection and
restoration a key component of the UK's climate strategy. The Committee on Climate Change (CCC)

5 IPBES (2019): Summary for policymakers of the global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem
services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services.

6 Forestry Commission. (2022). Responding to the climate emergency with new trees and woodlands A guide
to help local authorities and landowning businesses achieve net zero.

7 Desnz. (2024). Strategic Spatial Energy Plan Commission to the National Energy System Operator.

8 Great South West. (n.d.). Harnessing the potential of offshore wind with Celtic Sea Power.

9 National Infrastructure Commission. (2021). Natural capital and environmental net gain. A discussion paper.
10 UNEP. (2023). Nature-based Infrastructure: How natural infrastructure solutions can address sustainable
development challenges and the triple planetary crisis.

11 K. paustain, E. Larson, J. Kent, E. Marx and A. Swan. (2019). Soil C Sequestration as a biological negative
emission strategy. Frontiers in Climate. doi:10.3389/fclim.2019.00008.

12 wildlife Trusts. (2024). Blue Carbon. The need to protect essential carbon stores in our seas.
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has reaffirmed peatlands as essential for achieving Net Zero, highlighting the need for a significant
increase in restoration efforts to meet climate targets.:

However, the CCC’s 7™ Carbon Budget Report indicate that current peatland restoration efforts are
off track and urgent action is needed to scale up delivery.’* The UK Government has committed to
restoring 35,000 hectares of peatland in England by 2025, supported by the £640 million Nature for
Climate Fund.® These efforts are critical for delivering on the CCC’s targets for both peatland
restoration and native woodland creation, which together could absorb approximately 10% of residual
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.1°

To fully realise this opportunity, the Strategy should explicitly address the role of nature-based
solutions and natural capital in infrastructure development. In particular, the Strategy should give
more weight to climate adaptation, particularly flood resilience, and integrate native woodland
expansion, trees outside of woodlands, and urban greening as core infrastructure priorities, not just
‘nice to have’ amenities.'” This would deliver benefits for carbon sequestration as well as air quality,
public health, and mental well-being.

The Strategy should do more to mainstream nature-based solutions within climate adaptation
planning, particularly to address the complex interdependencies and cascading risks across
infrastructure systems. Greater emphasis is also needed on prioritising nature-based solutions within
adaptation funding to help bridge the significant financing gap for nature recovery and ensure
resilient, sustainable infrastructure over the long term.

As we accelerate the delivery of new housing to meet national targets, it is essential that these
developments are integrated with high-quality green spaces and nature-based solutions. Ensuring that
new communities have access to green and blue space as a core part of infrastructure and planning
policy is a key step in delivering on the Government’s commitments to nature recovery, climate
resilience, and public health.

As stated in the Dasgupta Review, “Our economies, livelihoods and well-being all depend on our most
precious asset: Nature.”?® This is recognised in the Working Paper. However, stress is placed on
building, maintaining or renewing natural capital. Whilst this is vitally important, and investment in
nature-based solutions needs to increase, many of our most precious natural assets cannot be
restored or created once destroyed, such as ancient woodlands, wood pasture, and ancient veteran
trees. The Strategy must incorporate protection of our irreplaceable natural capital. The
Government’s Natural Capital and Ecosystem Assessment Programme is a crucial tool in
understanding the benefits nature gives us and what needs to be protected. This can be achieved, in
part, through improved spatial planning of new infrastructure as set out below.

13 Climate Change Committee. (2020). Land use: Policies for a Net Zero UK.

1 JUCN Peatland Programme. (2025). Committee on Climate Change (CCC) 7th Carbon Budget Report - a
response from IUCN UK Peatland Programme.

15 The announcement of £640M Climate for Nature Fund was made in the Budget Statement of 11th March
2020.

16 Forestry Commission. (2022). Responding to the climate emergency with new trees and woodlands A guide
to help local authorities and landowning businesses achieve net zero.

17 Forestry Commission. (2024). The benefits of woodland creation: woods and water: The benefits of
woodland creation: Woods and Water - GOV.UK

18 HM Treasury. (2021). Final Report - The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta Review
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Spatial planning for strategic land and sea use

A strategic approach to infrastructure development must incorporate spatial planning frameworks
that prioritise the identification, protection, and sustainable management of natural capital and
assets. The Strategic Spatial Energy Plan (SSEP) is being developed to identify optimal locations for
future energy infrastructure while meeting decarbonisation and energy security goals.!® The SSEP
must integrate environmental data and statutory targets, including those for peatland and woodland
restoration, into its spatial modelling and decision-making processes. This approach ensures that
energy infrastructure development is compatible with nature recovery and climate adaptation &
mitigation goals.?°

Specifically, SSEP and Regional Energy Strategic Plans? frontload nature protection within the energy
infrastructure development framework. These plans must not be developed in isolation. Instead, they
must be aligned with Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP) targets, Marine Plans, and Local Nature
Recovery Strategies (LNRS). These frameworks must be closely coordinated to deliver a joined-up
approach across land and sea that drives forward nature recovery and energy development objectives
are mutually reinforcing, not competing.

Well-designed land and sea use should identify and protect critical natural assets such as native
woodlands, trees, wetlands and river basins, as well as place-constrained, irreplaceable, and
endangered natural assets. However, as the Working Paper recognises, various spatial strategies are
being developed that do not currently give a comprehensive view of where best to site infrastructure
to avoid our most precious natural assets. The Government should urgently identify ancient
woodlands and pasture, and complete its Marine Spatial Prioritisation Programme to make it a
material consideration in planning decisions to ensure new infrastructure avoids the most important
places for nature at land and sea.?? A long-term National Spatial Plan is also needed to ensure nature
and climate objectives, such as protecting 30% of the most important land for nature and achieving
Net Zero, are met alongside other objectives.

Spatial planning can also guide multifunctional land and sea use, ensuring that nature-based solutions
deliver multiple ecosystem services to optimise environmental, economic, and societal benefits. For
example, this can be achieved by aligning green infrastructure with 30x30 targets and identifying areas
where green infrastructure can reduce urban heat, improve flood management, and provide safe and
easy access to nature for public enjoyment.? For freshwater habitats, a catchment-based approach
should be used to prioritise regional water resource management to balance supply, demand, and
flood risks. By embedding nature-based solutions into spatial planning, infrastructure becomes more
cost-effective, future-proofed, and environmentally sustainable.?*

19 Desnz. (2024). Strategic Spatial Energy Plan Commission to the National Energy System Operator.

20 Aldersgate Group. (2024). Electric dreams: how the planning system can help deliver the UK’s low-carbon
energy Final report and recommendations.

21 Centre for Sustainable Energy. (2024). Regional Energy Strategic Plan. CSE responds to Ofgem’s Regional
Energy Strategic Plan policy framework consultation.

22 OEP. (2023). OEP CEO speaks on marine protection. https://www.theoep.org.uk/news/oep-ceo-speaks-
marine-protection

23 Environment Agency. (2024). Health and wellbeing benefits of blue space: lived experience.

24 WWT. (2023). Wetlands for Flood Resilience. Creating wetlands to slow the flow of flood water and protect
communities and businesses. A Route Map.
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The role of the National Infrastructure Commission and NISTA

The National Infrastructure Commission (NIC) and the National Infrastructure and Service
Transformation Authority (NISTA) play a vital role in promoting environmental resilience and nature-
based solutions. NISTA, in particular, should be established as a central delivery and advisory body
with a clear remit to make recommendations that enable infrastructure to be developed in harmony
with nature and in support of the EIP targets. All of its work must be underpinned by the ambition to
deliver joined-up outcomes for infrastructure, climate adaptation, biodiversity recovery, and
environmental quality.

Early priorities for NISTA should include the development of national resilience standards for
infrastructure that embed nature-based solutions as core components of system-wide resilience. It
should establish robust mechanisms to assess progress towards EIP targets, particularly those relating
to biodiversity, water quality, and air quality, through the integration of Local Nature Recovery
Strategies (LNRS). In addition, NISTA should design and oversee a framework for regular
environmental stress testing of infrastructure systems, ensuring these systems are adaptive, future-
proofed, and aligned with both economic and ecological priorities.

Ecosystem services and natural flood defences must be considered in project planning.? Consistent
processes must be used to map regions where seagrass, salt marshes, tree cover expansion (including
natural colonisation) and urban greening will have the biggest impact on climate resilience and
biodiversity. Investing in ports, harbours, and coastal transport links to withstand future climate
impacts would be crucial upgrading of coastal infrastructure for climate resilience.?® By applying
expertise and investment in these areas, the Strategy can effectively leverage nature-based solutions
to enhance resilience and achieve Net Zero targets while providing clear direction for industry and
maximising the value of investments in natural infrastructure.

NISTA should also prioritise protection and restoration of natural capital assets during the delivery of
the Strategy. The economy depends on nature and the creation of vital national infrastructure to grow
the economy and improve public services cannot come at the expense of nature. As set out above,
spatial planning should be used to avoid development in our most precious areas for nature, while
actively identifying opportunities for multi-functional land use. This includes ensuring infrastructure
investments contribute to landscape recovery, thereby maximising returns for both people and
nature.

Ensuring industry certainty and investment

To encourage private sector investment in sustainable infrastructure, the government must provide
greater clarity and certainty through its policies. This includes establishing a dedicated green
infrastructure fund, embedding natural capital valuation in cost-benefit analyses, and boosting
training programs in green jobs such as forestry, arboriculture, and urban greening professions.?’

25 wildlife and Countryside Link. (2024). Link response to National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)
consultation.

26 UN Trade and Development. (2021). Climate change impacts on seaports: A growing threat to sustainable
trade and development.

27 Greater London Authority. (n.d.). Natural Capital Investing in a Green Infrastructure for a Future London.
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Developing a forward-looking national green infrastructure pipeline that outlines and prioritises
nature-positive infrastructure is also essential for industry confidence. This pipeline should include
clear commitments to green infrastructure and Net Zero targets, supply chain support and public-
private collaboration invoking stable, transparent investment cycles aligned with regulatory
frameworks and environmental targets. By structuring the pipeline to support long-term funding for
nature-based projects, the government can reduce volatility and enhance industry confidence. This
would ensure that nature infrastructure is seen as a core component of resilient economic growth.
For a more streamlined approval process for projects, there must also be better integration between
departments such as Defra, Dluhc, and Desnz. This, in turn, would embed native woodland expansion,
increased canopy cover outside of woodlands, and flood management into housing, transport, and
energy strategies.

Wildlife and Countryside Link’s response to the Spring 2025 Spending Review?® contained a
compendium of possible projects that could form the basis of a future pipeline. These projects will be
as fundamental to delivering the Government’s growth mission as any other and are critical for
attracting confidence and large-scale investment in Critical Natural Infrastructure.

Conclusion

Integrating nature-based solutions into national infrastructure planning is essential for creating a
sustainable, resilient, and prosperous future. Mainstreaming nature-based solutions in this way would
be a step-change in offering sustainable alternatives to traditional, carbon-intensive approaches while
addressing infrastructure climate risk. By prioritising spatial planning, leveraging the expertise of the
NIC and NISTA, and providing clear signals to the private sector, the government can unlock the full
potential of nature-based solutions while protecting existing natural capital assets. This approach will
not only enhance environmental outcomes but also deliver significant economic and social benefits,
ensuring that infrastructure investments are future-proofed, cost-effective, and protect nature.

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing
together 89 organisations to use their joint voice for the protection of the natural
world and animals.

For questions or further information please contact:

Lauren Moore, Policy Officer, Wildlife and Countryside Link, E: lauren@wcl.org.uk

Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 — 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH
www.wcl.org.uk

The following organisations have inputted into this submission:
A Rocha UK

Angling Trust

Bat Conservation Trust

British Ecological Society

British Hedgehog Preservation Society

28 Wildlife and Countryside Link. (2025). Spending Review submission.
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Buglife

Bumblebee Conservation Trust
Campaign for National Parks

CPRE

Friends of the Earth

Froglife

Institute of Fisheries Management
National Forum for Biological Recording
Open Spaces Society

Paddle UK

People’s Trust for Endangered Species
River Action

Seal Research Trust

The Mammal Society

The Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts
Wildlife Gardening Forum



