UK report reveals saltmarshes’ untapped potential for carbon capture and flood defence
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A new report underscores the critical importance of the UK’s saltmarshes in the fight against climate change, highlighting their dual capabilities in carbon storage and coastal protection. This comprehensive study was produced through a collaboration involving the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), Aviva, the UK Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (UKCEH), and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). Central to the report is data collected from the nation’s very first carbon monitoring tower, which was installed on the Ribble Estuary in Lancashire. 
Saltmarshes, characterised by their unique salt-tolerant vegetation and regular tidal inundation, play a pivotal role in natural flood defence and support rich biodiversity. Alarmingly, the UK has witnessed a dramatic loss of over 85% of its saltmarshes due to factors such as urban development, pollution, and various environmental pressures linked to climate change. This loss prompts a pressing need for enhanced conservation measures and greater recognition of saltmarshes in environmental policy.
The report advocates for the inclusion of saltmarsh habitats in the UK’s Greenhouse Gas Inventory—the official record that tracks the nation’s emissions and removals—in order to better gauge their contributions to achieving net zero emissions. Initial findings from the carbon flux tower indicate that these ecosystems are effective carbon sinks, with absorption rates peaking during the spring and summer months, while emissions rise in the autumn and winter. This nuanced understanding of seasonal carbon dynamics is crucial, especially as similar monitoring has been primarily focused on terrestrial ecosystems like woodlands and peatlands.
In addition to their carbon storage benefits, saltmarshes serve as natural flood barriers, providing an estimated £1 billion in annual protection to UK homes. Furthermore, their role in enhancing biodiversity cannot be overstated, as they harbour a wide variety of plant and animal species. They also contribute to water purification by filtering out pollutants and sediments, thereby fostering healthier aquatic environments.
Recent projections from various studies indicate that the number of properties at risk of flooding in England could escalate from 6.3 million to as many as 8 million by mid-century due to rising sea levels. This stark reality necessitates an urgent approach to safeguard and restore saltmarsh habitats, and the current research exemplifies the need for recognising these ecosystems not just as ecological treasures, but as essential components of climate adaptation and mitigation strategies.
Tom Brook, WWF’s ocean conservation specialist, remarked, "The results are in, and mud matters. Saltmarshes are powerful natural allies in the fight against climate change—storing carbon, protecting our coasts, and supporting rich biodiversity." His sentiments were echoed by Claudine Blamey, sustainability director at Aviva, who acknowledged the report as a “science-based contribution” to the understanding of saltmarshes’ value in climate mitigation efforts.
Moreover, the study leverages early data from 48 Surface Elevation Tables across six UK saltmarsh sites to evaluate their resilience against sea-level rise. While some areas exhibit promising adaptive behaviours, others, particularly in North Norfolk and the Ribble Estuary, show signs of distress, signalling immediate restoration needs.
The collaborative efforts between scientists and policymakers aim to facilitate a financial infusion of £1 billion into restoring England's degraded saltmarshes. These efforts focus on enhancing the ecosystems' natural carbon sequestration capabilities, thereby unlocking pathways for investment through voluntary carbon markets. With an ambitious aim to create a UK Saltmarsh Carbon Code, similar to existing frameworks for peatland and woodland conservation, the project hopes to attract private investment while addressing climate change comprehensively.
In light of these findings, protecting existing saltmarshes and exploring opportunities for habitat restoration have become not just environmental imperatives but also crucial economic strategies for safeguarding communities against the increasing threats posed by climate change. The case for saltmarsh protection and restoration has never been more compelling, underscoring the urgent need for a coordinated response to preserve these invaluable ecosystems.
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