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In May 2020, at the height of the COVID-19 lockdown, 
RSPB-commissioned YouGov research found that people in 
England see access to nature-rich greenspace as important 
for health, wellbeing and happiness both during and in our 
recovery from the pandemic.

The results, published in the Recovering together report, 
show overwhelming public support for protecting and 
investing in nature and increasing accessible nature-rich 
greenspace as part of our recovery from the wider social 
and economic impacts of the public health crisis.

The report asked local government leaders and decision-
makers to recognise the important role of nature in a green 
recovery, and by protecting and investing in nature and 
increasing nature-rich greenspace, help create a more 
resilient, environmentally sustainable, and socially just 
economy and society in the wake of COVID-19.
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Recovering together 2 
Building on the findings of the first Recovering together report, 
Recovering together 2:

•	 Summarises the social, environmental and economic benefits of 
investing in nature as part of a green recovery.

•	 Gives examples of projects from around the country that are already 
delivering these benefits, and some new initiatives that could do 
even more.

•	 Highlights some of the policies and funding mechanisms needed 
for local government to unlock the benefits of nature and nature-rich 
greenspace for their communities.

What it says in 100 words
Projects that invest in nature-rich greenspace, green infrastructure and 
natural solutions to the impacts of climate change and biodiversity loss 
can deliver multiple benefits for the health and wellbeing of individuals 
and communities, the economy, and the environment. 

By putting these initiatives at the heart of plans to reboot the economy, 
local and national government decision makers have a chance to deliver 
a green recovery from COVID-19 that sets us on the path towards a fair 
and sustainable future economy and society.

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/recovering-together-report/recovering-together-report_nature-and-green-recovery_rspbyougov_june-2020.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/recovering-together-report/recovering-together-report_nature-and-green-recovery_rspbyougov_june-2020.pdf
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1   �Why invest in nature and 
nature-rich greenspace?

People benefit hugely from nature. Indeed, our very lives 
depend on it, from the food we eat to the air we breathe and 
the water we drink. We rely on nature for numerous goods and 
services that support our health, happiness and prosperity. The 
environmental goods and services nature supports were worth 
more than £60 billion to the UK economy in 2015.1

The loss of nature and nature-rich greenspace puts many of 
these benefits at risk, with dire consequences for people, 
the environment, the economy and society. By protecting, 
expanding and enhancing nature and nature-rich  
greenspace though, we can maximise these benefits  
as we look to build back better from the impact of  
the COVID-19 crisis in England and across the UK.

Below, the benefits and value to society of investing in  
nature and nature-rich greenspace are summarised under  
three broad headings: 1. Health and equality, 2. Biodiversity 
and climate change, and 3. Jobs and the economy.
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1		 Health and equality 
Access to nature-rich green spaces improves health and wellbeing2  
and can help bring communities together3, but the health benefits 
of time spent in the natural world are not enjoyed equally across 
society and communities.

Eight out of ten people in England live in urban areas, where access 
to nature-rich greenspace is at a premium and unequally distributed 
between communities. 

The first Recovering together report highlighted a gulf in the access  
to nature-rich greenspace close to home enjoyed by the wealthiest 
UK households compared with the poorest.

The poorest households in the UK are 3.6 times more likely to  
have no outdoor space, and 40% less likely to live close to any 
publicly accessible nature-rich greenspace than the richest 10%  
of households.

In September 2020, Friends of the Earth reported that 11 million 
people in England live in areas with limited access to greenspace.

Inequality in access to nature-rich greenspace  
in urban areas

The most affluent 20% of urban wards in England have five times 
more parks and green spaces than the most deprived 10% of wards, 
and people from the most deprived areas are the least likely to visit 
nature frequently.4
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https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/recovering-together-report/recovering-together-report_nature-and-green-recovery_rspbyougov_june-2020.pdf
https://policy.friendsoftheearth.uk/sites/files/policy/documents/2020-09/Green_space_gap_full_report_0.pdf


Access to nature-rich greenspace is linked  
to health outcomes4

•	 The most economically deprived areas have less public greenspace.

•	 People exposed to poor quality environments have poorer  
health outcomes.

•	 Unequal access to greenspace means those who are at  
greatest risk of poor health have the least opportunity to benefit 
from greenspace.

•	 Deprived groups gain the most health benefit, and socioeconomic 
inequalities in health are lower, in greener communities.

Valuing nature-rich greenspace for health and wellbeing

•	 The UK’s parks and green spaces provide people with an estimated 
£34.2 billion of health and wellbeing benefits and save the NHS 
around £111 million each year.5

•	 An estimated £2.1 billion in health costs could be saved each year  
if everyone in England had good access to greenspace.4

Around England:

•	 In Birmingham, the annual net benefit to society of their parks  
and greenspace is nearly £600 million, which includes £192 million 
in health benefits.

•	 In Sheffield, for every £1 spent on maintaining parks, there is a 
benefit of £34 in health costs saved, with local residents being the 
primary beneficiaries.4
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Ethnic minorities tend to have less access  
to nature and its health benefits. 
According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), “Black people 
in England are nearly four times as likely as White people to have 
no outdoor space at home”6 while Natural England’s Monitor of 
Engagement with the Natural Environment found that “Adults and 
children from black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds are less 
likely to spend time in the natural environment than those from white 
backgrounds.”

Put simply, ethnic minorities and those who live in the most  
nature-deprived areas are more likely to suffer from ill health and  
live shorter lives. COVID-19 has thrived on these inequalities. 

ONS data shows that the COVID-19 mortality rate in the most deprived 
areas in England has been more than double that in the least deprived 
areas, while an ONS report on COVID-19 related deaths by ethnic group 
found that “Black males are 4.2 times more likely to die from a COVID-
19-related death and Black females are 4.3 times more likely than White 
ethnicity males and females.”

The return on investment in nature-rich greenspace  
for health and wellbeing

An urban green infrastructure investment appraisal commissioned  
by the National Trust and published in June 2020 has estimated a  
£5.5 billion capital investment in urban green spaces would deliver  
£200 billion in physical health and wellbeing benefits over a  
30-year period to the most disadvantaged communities.7

Nature-rich greenspace for health and equality
Investing in nature and increasing accessible nature-rich greenspace  
in places where it is most lacking can: 

•	 Improve health outcomes, reduce inequality and save lives.

•	 Save the NHS billions of pounds each year.

•	 Create happier, healthier, more cohesive communities.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsinvolvingcovid19bylocalareasanddeprivation/deathsoccurringbetween1marchand31july2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/coronavirusrelateddeathsbyethnicgroupenglandandwales/2march2020to10april2020


2	 Biodiversity and climate change 
The public health crisis of COVID-19 and its societal and economic impacts are 
taking place against the backdrop of ongoing climate and nature emergencies 
that increasingly threaten human health and wellbeing and economic 
productivity around the world.

The World Economic Forum has ranked 
biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse, along 
with climate change, in the top five risks to the 
world economy – all of which are environmental.8

Biodiversity loss and climate change present significant risks to people’s 
wellbeing and livelihoods here in the UK through their impact on the health 
of ecosystems and the numerous goods and services they provide. 
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The top climate change risks in the UK9 include:

•	 Impact of flooding and coastal change on communities, business 
and infrastructure.

•	 Impact of high temperatures on health, wellbeing and productivity.

•	 Water shortages and drought.

Flooding, drought, soil degradation, air pollution, and pollinator 
declines are not distant and intangible threats – they are happening 
here and now, impacting on businesses and communities around the 
country. Mitigating and adapting to the impacts of climate change, 
and reversing biodiversity loss, are vital to the long-term health of 
people, society and the economy.

Counting the cost of climate change and biodiversity 
loss in the UK

Flooding and flood management alone cost the UK £2.2 billion  
each year.10

WWF estimate failing to protect nature and reverse biodiversity  
loss could cost the UK economy £16 billion every year.11

Soil degradation is estimated to cost the UK economy between  
£0.9–1.4 billion per year.12

Nature has solutions to offer to the climate 
and nature emergency
Creating nature-rich greenspace and restoring habitats can help to 
mitigate and provide adaptation to the environmental and economic 
impacts of climate change and biodiversity loss:

•	 Urban greening – from planting street trees to pocket parks and 
vertical gardens on buildings – can provide habitat for wildlife at 
the same time as keeping our cities cool. See case study.

•	 Restoring upland habitats such and peat bog and woodland 
removes carbon from the atmosphere, protects soils, helps 
replenish aquifers and can reduce the severity of flooding  
– protecting communities and businesses.

•	 Restoring nature in the countryside can improve food security 
by reversing losses of bees and other pollinators, as well as 
creating new nature-rich areas accessible to people on the 
country’s network of footpaths and bridleways. 
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3	 Jobs and the economy 
Nature and the health of ecosystems and the environment underpin 
human health and wellbeing, food security and our ability to adapt 
to climate change. They are also essential to jobs and economic 
productivity.

The World Economic Forum has estimated 
that shifting to a nature-positive economy 
could generate up to US$10.1 trillion  
(£7.1 trillion) in annual business value and 
create 395 million jobs globally by 2030.13

The natural environment supports almost 750,000 Full Time 
Equivalent jobs and over £27.5 billion of economic output across  
the UK.13 
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Valuing nature’s contribution to the UK economy

•	 In 2016, the partial asset value of UK natural capital was estimated to  
be nearing £1 trillion (£958 billion) and living within 500 metres of green  
and blue space was estimated to be worth £78 billion to UK homes.14

•	 Time spent in the natural world provides large benefits to the economy, with 
around a third of visits involving some form of expenditure. In 2015, the total 
spent while visiting natural places in England was estimated at £5.8 billion.4

•	 In 2012, England’s National Parks provided around 141,000 jobs (0.6% of total 
employment in England) and generated £4.1–6.3 billion of Gross Value Added 
to the economy.12

•	 Wetlands (inland and coastal) have been estimated to be worth £0.7–5.7 billion 
a year in the UK through their contribution to water quality, flood control, 
recreation, tourism and amenity.12

Shovel-ready green recovery projects

Wildlife and Countryside Link has compiled a list of 330 projects15 across 
England that could create around 10,000 Full-Time Equivalent jobs and make  
a significant contribution towards Government nature and climate targets.

Some of the projects have already been able to provide clear indications of 
benefits. At a one-off cost of £34 million, it is estimated these 23 projects would 
produce at least £160 million in environmental and public benefits including 
flooding protection, carbon storage and improved health.

Investing in nature for job creation
Protecting and increasing nature and nature-rich greenspace, 
investing in green infrastructure, and habitat creation and restoration 
can directly boost employment in England as part of a green 
economic recovery by creating new jobs. 

Even before the COVID-19 crisis, people were spending more time 
outside in the natural environment.4 Time spent in nature has been 
shown to be all the more important to the majority of people in 
England since the onset of the pandemic16 and more people are 
choosing to holiday at home instead of travelling abroad.

As well as jobs in nature restoration and creating and managing  
nature-rich greenspace, investing in nature generates future 
employment opportunities and supports economic productivity in  
the tourism and related environmental good and services sectors.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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https://www.wcl.org.uk
https://www.wcl.org.uk/assets/uploads/img/files/Nature_projects_compendium_summary.pdf
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2   �Building back better

Greenspace is a well proven and highly effective tool for supporting good 
public health and economic productivity. The Victorians recognised this in 
their creation of public parks to improve the urban environment and the first 
Garden Cities were conceived in part as a response to poor public health, 
overcrowding, and lack of greenspace in London.

Today, more than a decade of public sector funding cuts has left local 
government in many places struggling to maintain, expand and enhance their 
green spaces for nature and people, and statutory nature bodies struggling to 
meet their duties for nature. 

For a green recovery to maximise the social, health, environmental and 
economic benefits of investing in nature and nature-rich greenspace these 
must be recognised as critical infrastructure, not just something “nice to have”. 

Future national planning policy and local plans and strategies must include 
strong protections for nature and provide mechanisms for securing investment 
in the country’s natural assets and green infrastructure.

The RSPB Green Recovery Plan calls on Government to deliver the  
£2.9 billion annual investment research has shown is needed to meet existing 
UK commitments to restore nature and tackle climate change. This includes 
£615 million each year on restoration and creation of priority habitats, and  
£426 million annually on a new National Nature Service employment  
and training scheme.

Nature and nature-rich  
greenspace must be 
recognised as critical 
infrastructure, not just 
something “nice to have”. 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/rspb-green-recovery-plan-report.pdf
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Planning for nature and nature-rich greenspace 

The Improving Access to Greenspace 2020 review highlights the 
essential role national and local planning policies, strategies, and 
funding mechanisms play in supporting investment in nature-rich 
greenspace, including:

•	 National Planning Policy Framework and greenspace standards, such 
as Natural England’s Accessible Natural Greenspace Standard.

•	 Local Plans, Greenspace strategies, Supplementary Planning 
Documents, and Local greenspace designation.

•	 Developer contributions toward greenspace through the 
Community Infrastructure Levy and planning obligations through 
Section 106 agreements.

Some of the case studies included in this report show how these 
policies and tools can be used to protect and enhance nature and 
nature-rich greenspace – crucially by helping to lever funding from 
various public and private sources. Like other essential infrastructure, 
nature – or green infrastructure – needs upfront investment to help 
realise its value and benefits.

Funding and delivering nature-rich greenspace 

It is important that the planning system plays its part in securing and 
delivering high quality accessible nature-rich greenspace wherever people 
live, including through being able to secure developer contributions 
towards funding their provision. Section 106 agreements and Community 
Infrastructure Levy payments have been the key mechanisms for 
securing these contributions in recent years. It is essential that any 
changes to these mechanisms improve and increase the contribution 
of developers to greenspace provision, rather than reducing it.

Increasing nature-rich greenspace, green and blue infrastructure and 
natural solutions to climate change impacts, such as natural flood 
management, are increasingly able to attract public and grant funding, 
thanks to growing recognition of the multiple public benefits they 
deliver, their contribution to the economy and value-for-money.

There is also potential for emerging policy and financial instruments 
– such as natural capital, net gain and biodiversity credits – to create 
markets for investing in restoring nature and creating and managing 
nature-rich greenspace.

https://www.sustainabilitywestmidlands.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Improving_access_to_greenspace_2020_review.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140605111422tf_/http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/regions/east_of_england/ourwork/gi/accessiblenaturalgreenspacestandardangst.aspx


Natural capital accounting and planning 

The natural capital approach to valuing nature in terms of natural 
assets and the goods and services they create is helping local 
authorities like Greater Manchester Combined Authority to produce 
Natural Capital Investment Plans to direct public spending and attract 
private investment in nature. Local Nature Partnerships around 
England are playing a key role in developing the evidence base and 
priorities for local natural capital investment, and Local Enterprise 
Partnerships are increasingly recognising the opportunity for business 
to benefit from investing in nature.

Biodiversity net gain

The concept that unavoidable loss of biodiversity as a result 
of development can be offset by creating or restoring habitats 
elsewhere is not without challenges, but has the potential to be 
part of a system that plans and delivers development that actually 
increases biodiversity and helps restore nature. Several Local Planning 
Authorities around England have pioneered Biodiversity  
Net Gain (BNG) pilots and the policy is set to become mandatory  
with the introduction of the new Environment Bill. 

Mandatory BNG could also help secure significant investment  
in restoring nature by creating a market for Biodiversity Credits  
(like Carbon Credits but for nature).
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https://naturegreatermanchester.co.uk/project/greater-manchester-natural-capital-investment-plan/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environment-bill-2020


A Nature Recovery Network and Local Nature 
Recovery Strategies

A national Nature Recovery Network, as proposed in the UK 
Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan, has the potential to provide 
a focus for investment and action across England to restore nature 
and increase nature-rich greenspace in urban and rural areas.

Local Nature Recovery Strategies are proposed in the Environment 
Bill to help prioritise, plan and direct investment and action locally, 
contributing to the creation of the national Nature Recovery Network 
by mapping existing natural assets, including nature-rich greenspace, 
and identifying the opportunity areas where it can be restored  
and increased.

Five local authorities – Cornwall, Buckinghamshire, Greater 
Manchester, Northumberland and Cumbria – are developing Local 
Nature Recovery Strategies as part of a Natural England pilot study.

Local leadership

Local communities should have opportunities to shape how their 
areas change in the future, including how local nature-rich green 
spaces are protected, increased and enhanced. Local government 
leaders have a vital role to play in championing their communities’ 
need for nature and accessible greenspace, especially in our recovery 
from the COVID-19 crisis.

Green infrastructure strategies and locally developed design codes 
could provide an opportunity for communities to secure more  
and better-quality green spaces from the regeneration of deprived 
areas – improving public health, equality and the environment,  
and increasing nature.

At the city and Combined Authority level, Mayors could help to  
drive strategic approaches across their areas by bringing together 
partners and stakeholders from business, environmental bodies  
and communities, and supporting local planning authorities to deliver 
nature-rich greenspace and natural solutions at a local level.

BACK TO CONTENTS

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan
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3   �Case studies

The case studies below represent a tiny snapshot of projects from around the 
country delivering social, economic and environmental benefits – and the policy 
and financial instruments that have supported them. 

Jump to case study
1	 Nature prescribing: Merseyside Community Forest

2	 Urban greening and green infrastructure

3	 Natural Flood Management, St Aidan’s Nature Park, Leeds

4	 Natural capital accounts for public greenspace in London

5	 �Thames Basin Heaths Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace

6	 West Midlands National Park

7	 Walthamstow Wetlands

8	 Kingsbrook nature-friendly housing, Aylesbury
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1		� Nature prescribing: Merseyside 
Community Forest 

As well as provision of greenspace, interventions 
designed to improve public health by prescribing  
nature-based activity have the potential to yield 
substantial cost savings to the NHS and the wider 
economy. The Merseyside Community Forest 
– a programme of interventions including 
health walks, horticultural therapy,  
forest school, mindful contact with 
nature, healthy conservation – was 
shown to yield cost savings of 
£13 million from a £1.9 million 
investment engaging 6,000 
participants, a social return of  
£6.75 for every £1 invested.

2	� Urban greening and green 
infrastructure 

Greener towns and cities make better places for people and nature, 
benefit business and enhance the environment. Towns and cities 
around England are recognising the benefits of investing in more 
and better green infrastructure, such as trees, parks and urban 
nature reserves. This has resulted in many urban planning authorities 
developing plans and strategies for protecting and investing in 
nature-rich greenspace. Examples include:

•	 Greater Cambridge Green 
Infrastructure Opportunity Mapping

•	 London Urban Greening Factor 
to determine appropriate minimum 
greenspace provision in new 
development – included in new 
London Plan

https://www.merseyforest.org.uk/files/documents/1355/Community+Forest+Report+Final.pdf
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/59b399ac7a62400f9cab15b2bbfc07f4
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/59b399ac7a62400f9cab15b2bbfc07f4
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/urban_greening_factor_for_london_final_report.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan
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3	� St Aidan’s Nature Park, Leeds: 
Natural Flood Management in  
the Aire River Valley 

A nature reserve and Country Park owned by Leeds City Council  
and managed by the RSPB, St Aidan’s is 400ha wetland reserve  
and former open cast coal mine 10 miles from the centre of Leeds  
in the Aire River Valley. As an Environment Agency washland,  
the site can store up to 7.5 million cubic metres of water,  
helping protect nearby homes and businesses by reducing  
the risk of downstream flooding.

With over 1 million people living within 30-minutes’ drive of the  
site and 20,000 within 10-minutes’ walk, St Aidan’s also provides 
free access to nature for tens of thousands of visitors every  
year, accommodating everyone from dog-walkers and horse-riders  
to families and wildlife enthusiasts.

4	� Natural Capital Accounts for 
Public Greenspace in London 

Commissioned by the Greater London Authority (GLA), 
National Trust and Heritage Lottery Fund to estimate the 
economic value provided by London’s public parks, the 
account highlights the enormous economic value and  
benefits provided by public parks and green spaces:

•	 London’s public green spaces have a gross asset value  
in excess of £91 billion, providing services valued at  
£5 billion per year.

•	 For each £1 spent by local authorities and their partners on 
public greenspace, Londoners enjoy at least £27 in value.

•	 Londoners avoid £950 million per year in health costs due 
to public greenspace.

The account has informed the Mayor of London’s London 
Environment Strategy and supported the GLA’s ambition  
for London to become the world’s first National Park City  
to unlock greater investment in the capital’s green spaces.

https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/rspb-news/news/stories/st-aidans/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/rspb-news/news/stories/st-aidans/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/reserves-and-events/reserves-a-z/st-aidans/
https://www.vivideconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Natural-Capital-Accounts-Report-GLA-NT-HLF-1.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/environment/london-environment-strategy
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/environment/london-environment-strategy
https://www.nationalparkcity.london
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5		� Thames Basin Heaths 
Partnership 

Working together, local councils, land managers and nature 
conservation bodies have been able to protect vulnerable 
species and habitats in the Thames Basin Heaths Special 
Protection Area (SPA) from indirect impacts of development 
by creating and enhancing Suitable Alternative Natural 
Greenspaces (SANGs). Funded by developers through 
Section 106 (s106) agreements and the Community 
Infrastructure Levy (CIL), SANGs alleviate impacts of people 
visiting sensitive wildlife sites – for example disturbance of 
nesting birds – by providing alternative accessible nature-rich 
greenspace. A Supplementary Planning Document guides 
the implementation of SANGs across 11 local authorities in 
three counties: Hampshire, Berkshire and Surrey.

tbhpartnership.org.uk 

6	 West Midlands National Park 
The West Midlands is one of the most densely populated regions 
in England, and includes urban communities that do not currently 
enjoy great access to nature and nature-rich greenspace. As part 
of the West Midlands zero carbon strategy, #WM2041, West 
Midlands Combined Authority has committed to establish a urban 
regional National Park to preserve and enhance the 
environment and help create greener, healthier 
and more inclusive communities.

https://www.tbhpartnership.org.uk
https://www.wmca.org.uk/media/3639/wm2041-final.pdf
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7		 Walthamstow Wetlands 
Walthamstow Wetlands is a fully operational 
Thames Water reservoir site and the main source 
of water supply for 3.5 million people. It is also an 
internationally important nature reserve, and at 211ha 
one of the largest urban wetland nature reserves in 
Europe. In October 2017, Walthamstow Wetlands 
opened to the public for the first time in 150 years 
and is now fully accessible and free to visitors.

Of the £10.6m required to prepare the site for public 
access, £4.47m was provided by the Heritage Lottery 
Fund, £1.8m by Thames Water, £1.8m by the London 
Borough of Waltham Forest, and £750k from the 
Greater London Authority for the 2km cycle path 
through the site.

walthamstowwetlands.com

8	� Kingsbrook nature-friendly 
housing development, Aylesbury 

Kingsbrook is a new housing development outside the town of 
Aylesbury in Buckinghamshire. Housebuilder Barratt Homes signed 
a Section 106 agreement with Aylesbury Vale District Council (now 
Buckinghamshire Council) to deliver industry-leading amounts of 
wildlife habitat and nature-rich greenspace. The RSPB has been 
advising Barratt Developments on the design and creation of wildlife 
features, green infrastructure and nature-rich greenspace within and 
around the new houses with the aim of setting a new standard for 
nature-friendly housing development. When complete, Kingsbrook 
will have 2,450 new houses with 60% of the site made up of 
greenspace, not including gardens, and a 100ha nature park.

Read the article: Neighbourhoods for nature, 
RPSB Nature’s Home magazine, 2018. 

kingsbrook-aylesbury.co.uk

https://walthamstowwetlands.com
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/nature-home-kingsbrook.pdf
https://www.kingsbrook-aylesbury.co.uk
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