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parties recognised the importance of ‘natural capital’ and lent support to the work 
of the Natural Capital Committee. 

In 2012 the Office for National Statistics (ONS) published Accounting for the 
value of nature in the UK5, intended to incorporate natural capital into the UK 
Environmental Accounts by 2020. The ONS strategy builds on a commitment made 
at Nagoya in 2010 under the Convention on Biological Diversity to build natural 
capital accounting into national accounting and reporting systems.

The Conservative Party Manifesto6 said the party would work with the Natural 
Capital Committee to develop a 25 year plan to rebuild biodiversity. Understanding 
the way in which natural capital might be used in both national accounting and 
areas of policy is thus critical. This includes understanding how the value of natural 
capital is derived, what the strengths and weaknesses of that valuation might be 
and how it is applied in practice.

Whilst it may stick in the craw of those who see an intrinsic value in nature as 
reason enough to protect it, finding ways to demonstrate the economic value and 
importance of aspects of the natural environment may offer the best opportunity 
to ensure its protection and expand its reach, not least to the doors of the Treasury. 

This is true both at a policy and practice level. For policy makers being able to 
demonstrate the economic advantage of a policy measure is the minimum 
consideration by those who control the finance. For practitioners, whether hard 
pressed local authorities delivering public services, water companies seeking to 
improve water quality, insurance companies looking to manage risk or farmers 
unwilling to release land to ‘unproductive’ environmental measures, showing that 
there is some kind of pay-off seems vital.7 

The three main messages from the Natural Capital Committee second State Nature 
Report8 reflect a language with which Government can equate (my emphasis in bold): 

•	 Some	assets	are	currently	not	being	used	sustainably.	The	benefits	we	derive	
from them are at risk, which has significant economic implications;

•	 There	are substantial economic benefits to be gained from maintaining and 
improving natural assets. The benefits will be maximised if their full value is 
incorporated into decision-making; and

•	 A	long-term	plan	is	necessary	to	maintain	and	improve	natural	capital,	thereby	
delivering wellbeing and economic growth. 

Natural capital for real
The NCC second report recognised the importance of location to the delivery of 
natural capital benefits. By way of illustration two contrasting scenarios for the 
creation of new woodland were given. The first based on the establishment of 
woodland centred purely on the value of market goods would, by their calculations, 

Austerity politics –  
any place for nature?
The result of the election may have been a surprise, but it is not clear that the outlook 
for the natural environment would have been much different under any outcome, 
given the focus on the economy. All main parties had supported the role of the 
Natural Capital Committee, and the Conservatives specifically backed the role of the 
NCC in the development of a 25 year plan to rebuild biodiversity. Can natural capital 
accounting be inculcated into the workings of government in a way that will deliver 
for wildlife, or will squeezed budgets and political dogma continue to undermine the 
natural environment?
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Responding to the new political landscape
Whilst a Conservative Party outright win was of course a surprise (not least to the 
Conservative Party), it’s far from clear that the outlook for the natural environment 
would have been much different under any of the touted outcomes of the last 
election. The economic imperative which underscores the approach of all main 
parties has frequently relegated consideration of the natural environment, if not in 
the political rhetoric, certainly in the reality of delivery. 

Austerity politics have driven restrictions to funding and a focus on the economy. 
Although the political narrative recognises the importance of the natural environment 
to a sustainable economy, Government sees it as a burden. When George Osborne 
said at the 2011 Conservative Party conference “we’re not going to save the planet 
by putting our country out of business”1 he reflected a more general view of the 
relationship between the economy and the natural environment; the latter as a 
constraint to economic growth and a source of bothersome ‘market externalities’. 
This account has repeatedly undervalued the natural environment in decision making. 

For Government and the public alike the natural environment has been seen as a 
concern for better times than now, less pressing and important than the economy, 
immigration, the NHS, schools and education, crime, terrorism and drug abuse.2 

The National Centre for Social Research3 in a report on social attitudes found 
an increasing number of people who felt that “we worry too much about the 
environment and not enough about prices and jobs today”.

Adopting Natural Capital
Following the National Ecosystem Assessment in 20114 the Government established 
the Natural Capital Committee in 2012 to provide Government with independent 
advice on the state of natural capital. In manifestos for the election all the main 
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shift in which nature is reframed in economic and financial terms. By reframing 
nature in this way it can be added to and offset against other forms of accounted 
capital and used in other economic instruments.

Whilst natural capital recognises the value of the natural environment and ecosystems 
in supporting the economy and society, critics suggest that the measures to deal 
with this reality fall short of what is needed. In particular the critique identifies the 
scale of externalities and the problems with their valuation. 

Natural Capital Committee’s position
The Natural Capital Committee’s definition of natural capital exposes some of the 
unease felt with the notion of valuing the natural environment:

“…the elements of nature that directly or indirectly produce value to people, 
including ecosystems, species, freshwater, land, minerals, the air and oceans, as 
well as natural processes and functions”.

First, natural capital must produce value. From which we can infer that the 
value must be felt or have potential to be recognised now. However, our valuation 
of natural capital is based on our incomplete knowledge of what might have value 
in the future. If the value of an element of natural capital changes – for instance 
if self-pollinating crops reduce the economic value of bees – does that element 
become less valuable and therefore more overlooked?

Second, it is a strongly anthropocentric definition based on maintaining 
value to people. Things which do not have value to people are not due 
consideration. The complexity of ecosystems and our knowledge and understanding 
of them creates significant difficulty in identifying what is valuable and what is not. 
In addition, a more ecocentric view would dismiss the idea that only that which is 
of value to humans is worthy of consideration.

Third, natural capital frequently requires the valuation of public goods. 
Since there is by definition no market for these goods their ‘value’ must be derived 
by reference to other sources or opinion. It can be questioned whether the complex 
aggregation of factors can be given a meaningful monetary value given the extent 
of externalities. 

In fairness to the Natural Capital Committee it recognises many of these issues 
explicitly and say that it is…”absolutely clear that ‘valuing natural capital’ and putting 
a price on it are two very different issues” and that…” our natural assets are of 
infinite value because without them, life on earth simply could not exist”.10

If Natural Capital is to be the way by which government protects and rebuilds 
wildlife and delivers other elements of ecosystem services then we should ensure 
that our own understanding of Natural Capital and that of the NCC is also known 
more widely: the approach should be a tool in decision making, not a catalogue 
price for bits of the natural world. 

generate a net social loss, whilst new woodland located to take account of non-
market values could generate a very significant net social gain. 

The NCC third report9 found a strong economic case for, amongst others: 

•	 Woodland	planting	of	up	to	250,000	additional	hectares.	Located	near	towns	and	
cities, such areas could generate net societal benefits in excess of £500m per annum; 

•	 Peatland	restoration	on	around	140,000	hectares	in	upland	areas.	This	would	
deliver net benefits of £570m over 40 years in carbon values alone. 

•	 Wetland	creation	on	around	100,000	hectares,	particularly	in	areas	of	suitable	
hydrology, upstream of major towns and cities, and avoiding areas of high grade 
agricultural land. Benefits cost ratios of 3:1 would be typical, with 9:1 possible 
in some cases.

Such locational benefits are also recognisable at a much more local scale. For 
instance the benefits of tree shelter belts within sheep farming systems which 
reduce lamb mortality, incidence of liver fluke and mastitis, but can also reduce 
surface water runoff, lessen diffuse pollution and provide wildlife habitat. 

Identifying the location and level of benefit is critical for beginning to pinpoint the 
nature of the intervention. Are the benefits proximate enough and with clear property 
rights attached to be paid for by the market? If one can illustrate to a farmer that the 
benefits of shelter provide financial advantage in reasonable time scales, the action 
becomes simply one of good practice. If there is market failure to overcome, such as 
capital costs of fencing, might these form a better target for grant support? 

The greater difficulty is in the delivery of public goods benefits; where there is a 
less clear link between those who have the property rights controlling delivery and 
those who actually benefit. Whilst there has been much talk about payment for 
ecosystem services, creating markets for exchange of these services has proved a 
more intractable problem than might have been hoped.

Not without dangers
An assumption of the natural capital approach is that it can be used to ensure 
sustainable use of resources and reduce environmental impacts by including these 
explicitly as a transaction cost within the market place. This should then drive 
innovation and technical advance to take account of the costs and benefits of 
currently un-priced public goods. 

This maintains the idea that progress and economic growth are both desirable and 
possible and that these can continue to support a high material living standard; in 
other words, an adjustment of the current economic model. 

The alternative view is that this is fundamentally flawed and that a market economy 
is inherently unsustainable. ‘Natural capital’ in this view, is a product of a discursive 
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Understanding value
Natural capital is a conceptually useful and potentially important way in which the 
value of the natural environment can be recognised, protected and enhanced. It has 
been adopted in the Conservative party’s manifesto as the way in which it will deliver 
the recovery of wildlife. It is an accepted approach of the other major political parties. 

Even if its use will not halt the damage to the natural environment, it might be seen 
as a way to slow or mitigate some of the worst impacts of economic activity. It can 
also act as a platform for further reform to the economy and to national accounting 
which strengthens protection, recognises the irreplaceability and tipping points 
within some ecosystems, and provides a forum for debate on how the natural 
environment should be considered in decision making. 

Regardless of the extent to which more sophisticated valuation may better capture 
the value of natural capital, decisions about how the natural world is protected 
and enhanced are political decisions. At the Woodland Trust, it is our role as a 
third sector organisation representing the interests of the natural environment to 
act as advocates and make the case. This suggests the development of stronger 
arguments based on a range of monetary and non-monetary values. David 
Cameron	made	much	of	“the	Good	Life”,	in	his	speech	launching	the	Conservative	
Party manifesto11; this must mean much more than commodification of the natural 
environment and a truer representation of its wider values. 

The real values from the natural environment and wildlife come not from any 
notional monetary value but from their fundamental biological and evolutionary 
importance in sustaining life on the planet. Understanding and communicating 
those values should take primacy over ever more sophisticated valuation techniques.

Back to austerity politics
In the coming years austerity politics is likely to both reflect the reality of straitened 
times, but also act as a tool for the imposition of a distinct political and economic 
approach; in particular the desire to shrink the state and expand the role of the 
market and private investment as the delivery vehicle for many natural capital 
benefits. However overcoming the barriers to private investment and ensuring it 
is targeted to greatest effect is problematic. For instance the restoration of upland 
peat and the creation of woodland for carbon storage require overcoming the 
barriers created by income foregone or necessary capital expenditure. 

The combined risk of squeezed budgets and political dogma may mean that 
investment in the natural environment that would make sense both for wildlife and 
for the economy will disappear into projects which, in the long run, will have the 
opposite effect on both. 
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Queen bees summer reign in Kent:  Short-haired bumblebees were declared extinct in the UK in 2000, almost 
certainly due to the loss of wild flower meadows on which they depend. They were last recorded in Dungeness in 1988.  
Each year since 2012 around 50 queen bees from Sweden have been released on the  RSPB’s Dungeness reserve as part 
of a project led by the Bumblebee Conservation Trust, RSPB, Natural England and Hymettus. Consistent sightings of 
worker bees, as in photo below, over the last three years reveals that the queens have successfully nested and produced 
young, a strong indication that the bees are finding sufficient food to build colonies. 

The project has support from over 100 land owners in the Dungeness and Romney Marsh area in Kent and 
neighbouring East Sussex. Around 1000 hectares of flower-rich habitats are being managed for the bees and 
other pollinators. 
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