Conservation groups warn UK Planning and Infrastructure Bill risks ‘pay to trash’ environmental protections
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The proposed Planning and Infrastructure Bill has ignited significant concern among conservation groups, with nearly 30 environmental charities expressing fears that the legislation may severely compromise the UK’s already fragile ecosystems. Leading figures in the environmental sector warn that the bill, as currently drafted, risks paving the way for extensive environmental degradation, undermining decades of conservation successes.
Richard Benwell, CEO of Wildlife and Countryside Link, articulated a grim prognosis, asserting that the bill threatens to dismantle essential legal protections for nature. He highlighted that housing developers could exploit loopholes to build on formerly protected green spaces without any obligation to compensate for the ecological impact. This situation could escalate the ongoing crisis, where one in six species in Britain is already at risk of extinction, and wildlife populations have plummeted by 32% since 1970.
The Wildlife Trusts have also chimed in, urging that recent amendments propose to exclude all statutory consultees from Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects (NSIPs). This exclusion could lead to poorly conceived projects that irreparably damage natural habitats and degrade community green spaces. They stress the necessity of early and comprehensive expert consultations to avert environmental catastrophes that could arise from unconsidered infrastructure developments.
Concern has been echoed across the wider ecological community, with the leaders of 32 nature organisations writing to the government, protesting that the Bill could allow developers to sidestep essential environmental protections. Specific points of contention include the curtailment of existing guidance on critical ecological assessments, such as bat surveys, which are crucial for species conservation.
Furthermore, a new provision allowing developers to pay into a national nature levy has raised alarms, with critics labelling it as a "pay to trash" scheme. This mechanism could effectively grant developers a licence to bypass stringent environmental laws, threatening both biodiversity and the UK government's legal commitments to its Environment Act targets. Industry experts argue that this approach undermines a foundational principle of conservation: that nature cannot simply be traded off for financial compensation.
Charities and conservation groups are advocating not only for substantial revisions to the bill but also for the strengthening of long-standing environmental laws. Beccy Speight, chief executive of the RSPB, underscored the seriousness of the situation by stating that what was once viewed as a generational opportunity to craft a planning system conducive to ecological restoration has devolved into a crisis moment for species and habitats.
In meetings with government officials, including Environment Secretary Steve Reed, conservationists have reiterated that the bill, in its current state, breaks the government’s commitments to nature protection. They have taken the initiative to mail spoof planning notices to MPs and Ministers, emphasising both the urgency and the breadth of their concerns.
The Office for Environmental Protection has also weighed in, characterising the bill as a legislative regression that jeopardises protected sites and undermines the UK’s ability to achieve biodiversity targets. Its warnings highlight the need for immediate corrective action if the UK is to avoid further detriment to its natural heritage.
With England ensnared in a nature crisis, the call for a serious re-evaluation of the Planning and Infrastructure Bill has never been more pressing. Without significant amendments, the bill threatens not only wildlife but the very fabric of natural ecosystems that are vital for future generations. The next steps taken by Parliament will be pivotal in determining the trajectory of nature protection in the UK, requiring swift, informed, and ethical decisions that honour both development and environmental stewardship. 
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