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MAKING SPACE FOR NATURE
•Brief history of report for those less familiar
•The main conclusions and underlying biology

•The competition to create 12 Nature
Improvement Areas (NIAs)
•Birmingham & Black Country
•‘Mind the gap’
•What next?

Making Space for Nature
Commissioned by Defra 2009; reported Sept. 2010
Key ToRs
• Examine evidence on the extent to which England’s collection of
wildlife sites represents a coherent and resilient ecological network
capable of adapting to the challenge of climate change and other
pressures (terrestrial and freshwater sites, not marine)
• Examine the evidence base to assess whether a more interconnected network would be more effective today and in the future
and, if so, how this could be delivered
• Taking account of the ecological, economic and social costs and
benefits, make costed and prioritised recommendations

In Birmingham & Black Country, the ‘matrix’ is primarily
urban buildings and infra-structure

‘Making Space’ identified three tiers of wildlife
sites that make up the network
• Tier 1 sites - primary purpose is nature conservation and which have a
high level of protection either due to their statutory status or
ownership.
SSSIs, SACs, SPAs, Ramsar, NNRs, Local Nature Reserves, and
voluntary conservation-sector owned reserves (6.9% of England’s
land-area, including fresh-water sites)
• Tier 2 sites - areas designated for their high biodiversity value but
which do not receive full statutory protection.
Local Wildlife Sites and Ancient Woodland Inventory (6.5%)
• Tier 3 sites - primarily designated for other reasons but wildlife
conservation included in statutory purpose
AONBs (14.4%) and National Parks (9.1%)

CBD in Nagoya October 2010 aims to protect 17% of terrestrial and
freshwater habitats
N.B. Many other important areas have no designation

And yet
Despite all our efforts
The UK continues to
lose wild plants and
animals at an alarming
rate
Making Space reviewed
the evidence in detail,
not least the
(depressing) summaries
in this book
Think how much worse
it would have been
without the network!

We concluded that England’s wildlife sites do not
comprise a coherent and resilient network
• Many of England’s wildlife sites are too small
(77% of SSSIs and 98% of LWS are smaller than 100 ha)
• Losses of certain habitats have been so great that the area
remaining is no longer enough to halt additional biodiversity losses
without concerted efforts (e.g. 97% sps. rich grasslands 1930-84)
• With the exception of Natura 2000 sites and SSSIs, most of
England’s semi-natural habitats important for wildlife are generally
insufficiently protected and under-managed
• Many of the natural connections in our countryside have been
degraded or lost, leading to isolation of sites

• Too few people have easy access to wildlife.

Size matters (1)
Bigger areas have more species
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One of the almost universal rules in ecology is that larger areas
of habitat support more species – the ‘species-area relationship’.
The relationship is surprisingly regular. This one is for British
breeding birds in woodlands varying over 1000 times in size
(from Gaston & Blackburn 2000. Patterns and Process in Macroecology)

Size matters (2)
Smaller populations on smaller areas are
more likely to fluctuate to extinction

All populations of plants and animals fluctuate, for example because of
adverse weather. This example is for breeding herons in Britain, with
hard winters (arrows) causing significant declines. The red line shows
an imaginary reduction in the total population by two-thirds, due to the
destruction of two-thirds of suitable habitat for herons. With less habitat
(smaller area suitable for herons) the British population could have been
driven extinct twice, and herons clearly could not have withstood losing
three-quarters of their habitat area (green line). (The long-term observed
increase is largely due to habitat creation in the form of new wetlands)

Size matters (3)

Big reserves will usually have a more varied topography

The scale of destruction for some habitats has been huge

Over 97% of species-rich
meadows lost in England
and Wales since 1930
and losses continue

(Meadows in The Yorkshire Dales)

Over 80% loss of lowland
heath in England since 1800,
most of it since 1950
Habitat management and
restoration now reversing
this

Habitat management is
essential
Virtually all UK habitats are
‘semi-natural’, and
influenced by human
activity over 1000s
of years

Loss of connectivity (increasing isolation)
‘Well connected’ landscapes make it easier for species to move
and migrate to re-colonise areas they have been lost from and
to respond to climate change

Camley Street Nature Park, behind Kings Cross Station

Corridors come in many forms, both semi-natural and man-made.
Many have primary functions that have nothing to do with
conservation, but can have if we think laterally.

Species vary enormously
in their ability to move
through inhospitable
habitats
Red admirals move easily
Speckled woods with more difficulty
Dog’s mercury hardly at all

Too few people have
easy access to wildlife
and quality green-space
“People shouldn’t have
to travel long distances
to see something more
interesting than a grey
squirrel or a dandelion”

What do we need to do? - ecological solutions
“MORE, BIGGER, BETTER AND JOINED”
AFTER 100 YEARS, A STEP-CHANGE IN NATURE CONSERVATION
• Improve the quality of current sites by better habitat management
(and enhance heterogeneity)
• Increase the size of current wildlife sites
• Create new sites
• Enhance connections between, or join up, sites, either through
physical corridors, or through ‘stepping stones’
• Reduce the pressures on wildlife by improving the wider
environment, including through buffering wildlife sites
Better management of existing sites > Bigger sites >
More sites > Enhance connectivity > New corridors
In enough places and on a sufficiently large scale to create a step
change
‘Reducing the pressures’ sits outside this hierarchy

ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION ZONES
(AKA “Nature Improvement Areas”)
• Making Space put forward 24 recommendations, all of which
are necessary
• Recommendation 3: “Ecological Restoration Zones (ERZs)
need to be established within which significant enhancements
of ecological networks are achieved, by enhancing existing
wildlife sites, improving ecological connections and restoring
ecological processes”
Consortia-led, from the bottom up (not imposed),
involving local authorities, local communities and
landowners, utility companies, voluntary conservation
organisations, national agencies, AONBs etc. etc.
• Recommended a national competition to establish 12
Renamed NATURE IMPROVEMENT AREAS (NIAs) in

NEWP

COMPETITION FOR NATURE IMPROVEMENT AREAS
Where are we now and how did we get there?
• Competition announced June 2011 in NEWP, with
outline bids by 30th September 2011
•76 valid bids received. Competition unleashed a
tidal-wave of enthusiasm and creativity
• 12 winners announced 27th February 2012
• Successful consortia started work 1st April 2012;
implementation over 3 years to be carefully
monitored
•Government funding £7.5m:
on average each
successful bid receives
£625k (seed corn), with
substantial leverage
of other funds

The 12 winners
1.

Birmingham and Black
Country
2. Dark Peak
3. Dearne Valley
4. Greater Thames Marshes
5. Humberhead Levels
6. Marlborough Downs
7. Meres and Mosses of the Marches
8. Morecambe Bay Limestone and
Wetlands
9. Nene Valley
10. North Devon
11. South Downs Way
12. Wild Purbeck

Modal size ca 50k ha, only
part of which will be
restored to make space for
nature in each area

Excellent data allowed you to
focus on priority areas for habitat
restoration and re-creation across
the NIA

e.g. woodland
indicator species
Heathland
Woodland
Grassland

Wetland corridors

Across all the NIAs:

Many ways of levering more funds both in cash and in kind:
Utility Companies, EA flood-control, voluntary sector (e.g. RSPB,
Wildlife Trusts), Biodiversity Offsetting, Visitor Payback
Schemes, private landowners, Local Enterprise Partnerships,
Local Authorities, National Parks, AONBs, etc.
Many are ‘win-win’ or even ‘win-win-win’ situations
AFTER 6 MONTHS (JUNE 2012) £43MILLION PLEDGED IN
CASH AND KIND OVER 3 YEAR PROGRAMME; £1.7
MILLION ALREADY ‘IN THE BAG’

But we need to ‘Mind the Gap’ between
inspiration and some hard realities
• Most bids only viable in longer term with
finance from agri-environment schemes,
particularly HLS. Uncertainties over CAP
reform therefore a worry (e.g. loss of
support for ‘non-farm’ enterprises)
• Water Framework Directive a major driver in
several bids. Political hostility to Europe
could threaten this (?)
• Ditto Birds and Habitats Directives
These worries of course equally well apply to
many areas important for conservation outside
NIAs

Threats and Opportunities
THREATS
As well as the issues already touched on,
government sees NIAs as ‘the answer’ to
declining biodiversity and through a whole
series of other actions (or failure to act) we go
backwards
OPPORTUNITIES
The NIA competition has unleashed some
amazing projects by some amazing people.
Government cannot argue that nature
conservation is a fringe activity which somehow
inhibits economic growth. We need to hammer
that home at every opportunity

The exciting thing is we know how to do it for many
(albeit not all) habitats and many species, with some
huge successes:
Red kites
Large blue butterflies
White-tailed eagles
Lakenheath fen
etc.

Let’s just get on and do it, for the benefit of people and
wildlife everywhere!

AND IN PARTICULARLETS HAVE EVEN MORE,
BIGGER, BETTER AND JOINED UP NIAS OVER
THE NEXT TEN YEARS!!

