Legal challenge launched against UK planning bill over environmental protections
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A legal campaign group is gearing up for a judicial review of the UK government's new planning bill, contending that the legislation poses a serious threat to hard-won environmental protections. Wild Justice has taken a proactive approach, urging Housing Minister Angela Rayner to amend a parliamentary statement in which she claimed the bill would not diminish these safeguards. Echoing this sentiment, Nature Minister Mary Creagh asserted in a letter to The Guardian that the bill does not repeal vital habitat or species protections. However, the concerns raised by Wild Justice suggest a starkly different interpretation of the bill's implications.
The group has sent Rayner a pre-action protocol letter demanding that she rectify her statement or face judicial scrutiny. At the heart of the matter lies the removal of stringent requirements for developers, which previously mandated scientific certainty that projects would not negatively affect protected sites. Instead, the new framework proposes a Nature Restoration Fund (NRF), allowing developers to contribute financially and subsequently bypass direct environmental assessments. Critics argue that this model inadequately guarantees that ecological compensation will occur in the same locations impacted by development, raising concerns about the feasibility of reinstating ancient woodlands or other natural features elsewhere.
This legislative shift has not gone unnoticed by the Office of Environmental Protection, the oversight body established in the wake of Brexit. Their warnings indicate that the draft bill could undermine existing safeguards for nature and jeopardise protected environments. Chris Packham, co-director of Wild Justice, emphasised the crucial need for effective wildlife protection, stating, "good people fought long and hard to put proper wildlife protection into law... we need to save every last tree, bird, butterfly, or bug." His sentiments encapsulate the broader public dread regarding biodiversity decline, especially in light of recent environmental crises.
Ministers herald the new bill as a necessary measure to accelerate housing developments and major infrastructure projects, ostensibly to overcome bureaucratic slowdowns. However, a recent government impact assessment revealed a lack of substantiating evidence linking environmental obligations to development delays, calling into question the rationale for the proposed changes. The bill is currently under parliamentary debate, where several amendments have already been proposed to address these contentious issues.
Dr Ruth Tingay, another co-director of Wild Justice, underscored the inaccuracies in portraying the bill as beneficial to both nature and development. She asserted that misrepresenting its consequences could mislead lawmakers into endorsing a bill likely to inflict severe damage on protected species and habitats. Legal representation for Wild Justice, Ricardo Gama of Leigh Day solicitors, indicated that the government has pressed MPs to weigh the merits of a "growth at all costs" agenda against established environmental protections. This decision hinges on a complete understanding of the bill’s ramifications.
Moreover, the reactions from environmental organisations have been predominantly sceptical. The Wildlife Trusts have expressed their disappointment, highlighting an absence of substantial measures in the bill aimed at facilitating nature recovery. They advocate for stronger provisions to counteract environmental degradation resulting from development activities.
The current climate of environmental advocacy underscores the urgency of these discussions. As the government pushes for expedited development through legislative reforms, the pressure from both campaign groups and environmental watchdogs reveals an ongoing conflict between economic ambitions and ecological stewardship. As the debates unfold, it will be essential for lawmakers to navigate this complex landscape, ensuring both growth and the integrity of the UK's natural heritage are preserved.
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