Scotland proposes groundbreaking ecocide law to jail company directors for environmental damage
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Company directors in Scotland who cause severe or reckless environmental damage may soon face significant legal repercussions under a groundbreaking bill aimed at criminalising ecocide. Spearheaded by Labour MSP Monica Lennon, the Ecocide (Scotland) Bill marks a historic first for the UK, aligning Scottish legislation with broader international efforts to hold individuals and corporations accountable for ecological destruction. If enacted, this legislation would introduce strict legal duties on company executives and governmental agencies, imposing prison sentences of up to 20 years and hefty fines as deterrents against environmental harm.
Lennon articulated the bill's intent, asserting that it not only aims to protect Scotland’s rich natural environment but also hopes to provide a sense of hope to the public. “This should give confidence to policymakers and ensure the public knows we’re making sure our laws are fit for purpose,” she said. The bill has garnered substantial support, with 51 MSPs from various parties backing its progression, signalling a rare consensus on the need for robust environmental protections in Scottish governance.
In a broader European context, environmental crime legislation has been tightening. In February 2024, the European Parliament enforced stricter penalties for environmental offences across the EU, enabling up to ten years in prison for serious breaches. This includes ecosystems destruction and illegal trading of resources, along with financial sanctions of up to 5% of a company’s annual turnover. Member states are urged to adapt these regulations within two years, illustrating an escalating recognition of the urgent need to address environmental deterioration at a legislative level.
However, concerns have been voiced regarding the bill's implementation. A report by the Environmental Rights Centre for Scotland emphasised that without adequate investment in environmental enforcement agencies, the potential impact of the ecocide law could be compromised. Dr Shivali Fifield, chief officer of the ERCS, underscored that robust enforcement mechanisms are essential for the law to be effective. There are also cautions from academics who warn that the proposed legislation should focus on holding accountable the executives and decision-makers rather than penalising employees who might be inadvertently ensnared in ecocide violations.
The conversation surrounding ecocide in Scotland is further contextualised by the international momentum for similar laws. Nations like Brazil, Italy, and Peru are advancing frameworks to criminalise ecocide, recognising the importance of addressing environmental degradation decisively. Activists cite notorious examples such as oil spills and rampant deforestation as critical catalysts for legislative action. Lennon’s bill mirrors these global movements, aiming to place Scotland at the forefront of the fight against environmental degradation.
As support builds around the ecocide bill, it highlights a pivotal shift in societal attitudes towards environmental accountability. Given the Scottish public's growing advocacy for environmental justice, the passage of this legislation could not only revitalise confidence in Scotland’s commitment to ecological stewardship but may also inspire similar legislative efforts across the UK and beyond. This legislative push could redefine how environmental harms are perceived and prosecuted, ensuring that the urgency of the climate crisis is met with equally robust legal frameworks designed to protect the planet.
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