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Background
The need for engagement
NIEL welcomes the opportunity to provide input into the consultation on the next Programme for
Government. The consultation document says that “This has been informed by engagement with
representative groups across different sectors”. However, there has been limited engagement with
NIEL in relation to this PfG though NIEL would welcome the opportunity to engage more fully with
the PfG team in the course of the development of this PfG and subsequent PfGs.

The SDGs
In principle, NIEL supports the outcomes based approach and the existing outcome set. NIEL believes
that the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) should be used as the foundation for the next
Programme for Government (PfG) and subsequent versions of the PfG to ensure NI develops a
sustainable, resilient, low and ultimately zero carbon, green economy. NIEL therefore welcomes the
statement on page 6 of the consultation document that

“The intention is that the Outcomes Framework will be our way to demonstrate progress towards the
achievement of SDGs.”

Need for dates within which PFG is applicable
NIEL notes that no time period was given in the consultation document within which the draft PfG is
to apply. NIEL would therefore ask for TEO to specify the exact time period within which the PfG will
be applicable. NIEL also believes that increased monitoring will be needed in order to ensure that all
targets in the PfG, which need to be SMART targets, can be and are appropriately evaluated and the
appropriate resources need to be committed to that increased monitoring.

Climate Change
Considering the predicted impacts of climate change in this century, NI will need to prepare not only
to become a net zero carbon society by the middle of this century but also to better adapt to the
predicted changes in climate. Climate change will have an impact on all sectors of society including
biodiversity, on local and invasive species, human health, the spread of zoonoses (animal based
diseases), agriculture and food production, water availability, the built environment (which will need
to deal with increasing heat loads and the need for ventilation), low carbon transport, supply chains
and communication, to name but a few.
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Built heritage and historic environment
NIEL believes that the Historic Environment should have a more prominent place in the PfG.
Northern Ireland’s Historic Environment enhances the values that are most important in life: a sense
of place and family roots, health, happiness and life satisfaction. In addition, it is acknowledged that
investment in heritage supports business growth, domestic and international tourism, and acts as an
incentive in attracting new business and job creation1.

The historic environment conserves and displays how past generations have shaped the places
where they live. Northern Ireland has over 51,783 recorded historic environment assets2 including
archaeological remains, historic architecture both rural and urban from cottage to ‘big house’, our
industrial and military history, and the ancient landscapes that constitute our unique home. It is a
precious and irreplaceable inheritance which, when well-managed, is a valuable source of
prosperity, wellbeing and community cohesion.

In addition there is a wealth of compelling evidence that, with the right support, the historic
environment can help communities reconnect and heal after a year of pandemic isolation, address
endemic issues of loneliness and exclusion, and help local economies to return to sustainable and
green growth by attracting businesses, stimulating tourism, and building civic pride and community
confidence3.

Integration with other strategies
NIEL notes that the consultation document states on page 2

“The Programme for Government will be underpinned by a budget and supported by key Executive
strategies including an investment strategy, an economic strategy and an anti-poverty strategy
aimed at building a strong and prosperous society by tackling disadvantage and achieving
sustainable economic growth.’

It is disappointing to see that an environment strategy, which is currently in development and will be
underpinned by law through the Environment Bill4, is not seen as a key strategy that will support the
PfG. Also, NIEL believes the use of the word ‘sustainable’ before economic growth needs to be
defined as it is not clear as to whether this is used in the more limited economic terms of continued
economic growth without limits, which is not realistic, or economic growth that is based on
sustainable development and has ecological outcomes. We have suggested an alternative wording
underlined below that we hope will be considered.
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‘The Programme for Government will be underpinned by a budget and supported by key Executive
strategies including an investment strategy, an economic strategy, an anti-poverty strategy and an
environment strategy. These will be aimed at building a strong and prosperous society by tackling
disadvantage and achieving a long term green recovery.’

Public desire for change
Now is the time for us to change direction and shape a different future for our society. In this
response NIEL will outline some of the many, significant economic, environmental and social
benefits that are likely to result from investing in a sustainable, resilient, low and ultimately zero
carbon, green economy. It is also important to recognise that there is a very high level of public
support for change. For example, a 2020 survey commissioned jointly by the RSA’s Food, Farming
and Countryside Commission and the Food Foundation found that 91% of the public said they don’t
want things to go back to how they were5. A BIES Attitude Tracker Survey, in June 2020 found that
80% expressed support for renewable energy, with only 2% opposing it.6 A Lucid Talk poll in NI in
May 2020 found that 74% of respondents want new laws to protect nature after experiencing the
COVID-19 emergency, 75% of people have appreciated access to green spaces since lockdown began
and over 50% of people said they would now vote for a political party that invests in nature-rich
green spaces7. It seems clear that for the benefit of the people of NI, the NI administration needs to
shift its focus towards improving protection for nature and by extrapolation, all of us and must
provide the investment needed in laws, polices, research, monitoring and other support mechanisms
that will ensure that change happens.

Doughnut economic model
A fundamental part of this change must be in our economics. NIEL believes we need to move
towards a Doughnut Economics model8, where we thrive within the planetary boundaries and
ensure everyone is above the social foundation level. The Doughnut model is outlined in Figure 1
below. It consists of two concentric rings: a social foundation, to ensure that no one is left falling
short on life’s essentials, and an ecological ceiling, to ensure that humanity does not collectively
overshoot the planetary boundaries9 that protect Earth's life-supporting systems. Between these
two sets of boundaries lies a doughnut-shaped space that is both ecologically safe and socially just: a
space in which humanity can thrive.

Northern Ireland Environment Link is a Company limited by guarantee No NI034988 and a Charity registered with Inland Revenue No XR19598

Figure 1 Doughnut economics model

The main focus for NIEL is in relation to Outcome 2 and Outcome 6 but NIEL has provided
commentary on some other outcomes.
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Outcome 1: Our children and young people have the best start in life

Key Priority Area:
Access to education
Capability and Resilience
Care
Early Years
Skills and attainment

NIEL RESPONSE

1.1 The role of outdoor education

As the National trust Report “Natural Childhood”10 said

“Our nation’s children are also missing out on the pure joy of connection with the natural world; and
as a result, as adults they lack an understanding of the importance of nature to human society. If we
do not reverse this trend towards a sedentary, indoor childhood – and soon – we risk storing up
social, medical and environmental problems for the future.”

This lack of connection with nature has been described by author Richard Louv, in his book Last Child
in the Woods, as ‘Nature Deficit disorder 11.

There are many other benefits of outdoor play for children in addition to health including general
educational benefits, an understanding of risk, interpersonal and social skills, the joy of exploration
and community benefits. Interacting with natural environments enables children and young people
to learn by doing, experiment with ideas and take positive action alleviating the feeling of
helplessness in relation to climate anxiety and ecological grief. In nature, they also think, question,
and make hypotheses — thereby developing inquisitive minds where they take risks, try and fail, and
try again, gaining resilience and confidence. As Natural Childhood explains12

Northern Ireland Environment Link is a Company limited by guarantee No NI034988 and a Charity registered with Inland Revenue No XR19598

“children who learn outdoors know more, understand more, feel better, behave better, work more
cooperatively and are physically healthier”

As regards starting outdoor education with young children, the Dasgupta Review13 recommended
that our education systems should introduce nature studies from the earliest stages of our lives, and
revisit them in the years we spend in secondary and tertiary education. In order to have the
maximum impact this environmental education should be integrated in to the early years education.
The economic benefits of investment in early years have been highlighted by Professor James
Heckman14 Nobel Laureate in Economics, who found that the most economically efficient time to
develop skills and social abilities is in the very early years when developmental support is most
influential.

Given all the benefits of outdoor play and learning, NIEL believes that there is a need for greater
outdoor education in primary schools and that amongst other things the potential for Forest Schools
and more outdoor education should be explored in NI.

Environmental NGOs work extensively with young people and provide a wide range of programmes.
One programme (Grassroots Challenge, led by Ulster Wildlife) established the following key asks
from young people:
1. More time learning in and about nature in school.
2. Assistance to secure ‘green jobs’
3. A stronger youth voice on environmental issues & decisions in government

Worryingly, the sector’s programmes have also shown that there are increasing levels of climate and
ecological anxiety amongst young people. There is clear need for a more significant Government
response, and for more co-ordinated action.

Outdoor learning fosters intellectual, emotional, social and physical development. By being outside
and surrounded by nature, children and young people experience an ever-changing and free-flowing
environment that stimulates all the senses. Nature provides countless opportunities for discovery,
creativity, problem solving, and STEM education.
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There are also environmental benefits to outdoor education. Our children and young people are the
next generation of stewards of the earth. In order to raise adults who are passionate about
protecting the environment and preserving our planet, they must first develop a deep love for it.
The Environmental NGO sector, led by the Education for Sustainable Development Forum, is
currently developing a new Strategy and Action Plan for Environmental Education. This crucial piece
of work will set a long term strategic plan, which will help shape environmental and outdoor
education for the coming years. For it to truly succeed we will need cross-departmental support.
Therefore, we would suggest that outdoor learning is an additional key priority area for this
outcome.

As the consultation document states, we can help build the capability and resilience of children and
young people by equipping them with the knowledge and support to make safe, healthy and
sustainable life choices, building their social, cultural and environmental awareness and selfconfidence through team sports, and cross community activities.

As referred to in NIEL’s response to Outcome 6, there should also be a role for integrating active
travel in to area planning for schools. For example, the provision of bicycle parking facilities for
pupils and school staff. Active and sustainable school transport could be a key requirement in school
development plans and policies and active and sustainable travel could be part of the educational
curriculum.



Outcome 2 We live and work sustainably – protecting the environment

Key priority areas:
Natural Environment,
Green Economy,
Built Environment,
Housing,
Active and Sustainable Transport,
Waste Management,
Water and Wastewater Management
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NIEL RESPONSE

2.1. The wording of Outcome 2

NIEL believes that the wording of Outcome 2 should be amended so as to read - 'We live and work
sustainably -valuing, protecting and restoring the environment'

2.2 The state of Northern Ireland’s biodiversity

The Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 15 (the WANE Act) places a
statutory duty on public bodies in Northern Ireland to conserve biodiversity. Despite this though,
NI’s biodiversity is not doing well. For example, the State of Nature Report (2019)16 clearly
demonstrates that Northern Ireland’s terrestrial, air, water, and marine environments are suffering,
with 11% (272) of the 2,450 species found in Northern Ireland that have been assessed using the
IUCN Regional Red List criteria, and for which sufficient data were available, threatened with
extinction from Ireland as a whole. The 2015-2020 NI Biodiversity Strategy17 was supposed to deliver
a plan on how Northern Ireland could meet its local and international commitments to protect
nature and ensure the environment can continue to support people and the economy. However, a
review of the NI Biodiversity Strategy by RSPB NI18 revealed that 83% of government commitments
(35/42) set out in the strategy have not been adequately met.

In terms of an overall environmental target, NIEL would advocate that the existing target of
protecting 30% of land and sea for biodiversity should be seen as a primary objective, especially as
the UK Prime Minister has already committed to this target19.

2.2.1. Freshwater

The status of NI’s water bodies is another clear example of how NI is failing to properly protect our
environment. The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) (Directive 200/60/EC) 20 requires that EU
Member States aim to achieve Good Ecological Status (GES) in all waters by 2015 and if that is not
possible, it allows interim targets to be set for 2015 and 2021 with full compliance by 2027. Having
failed to meet the WFD targets for 2015, the target is for 70% of water bodies (rivers, lakes,
transitional and coastal water bodies, and groundwater bodies) in Northern Ireland to have achieved
GES by 2021. As of 2018, only 36.6% of Northern Ireland’s water bodies were achieving GES, and this
is lower than the level in 2015 when 37.4% of water bodies achieved GES. The decline in the 52
water bodies achieving good environmental status (GES) since 2015 is a clear indication that existing
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measures are not adequate to address the significant water management issues in NI. Furthermore,
in 2018, 31.3% of 450 river water bodies in NI were classified as 'high' or 'good' quality, compared to
32.7% in 201521. According to the statistics on freshwater quality standards released in August
202022, 95% of NI’s lakes are now failing Water Framework Directive quality standards with only one
lake out of twenty one in Good condition in 2019 compared to five out of twenty one lakes in Good
condition in 2015. This is poor but maybe not unexpected, given that in 2019, an official UK report23
on Special Areas of Conservation in NI said that as regards freshwater pearl mussel,

“the lack of juvenile recruitment and an ageing population will almost certainly lead to the future
extinction of this species from NI, unless there is a fundamental improvement of their current
habitat”.

According to the DAERA Environmental Statistics Report 2020 24, in 2018, there were 1,793 water
pollution incidents either reported to NIEA or discovered by NIEA staff during inspections, of which
924 (51.5%) were substantiated (confirmed) as having an impact on the water quality of the
receiving waterway. Of these 1,793 incidents farming (30.5%, 547/1793), accounted for the largest
proportion of substantiated incidents investigated by NIEA, followed by Industry (20.0%), Domestic
(18.0%), Other (16.0%), Northern Ireland Water Ltd (14.0%) and Transport (1.5%)25. Agriculture also
accounted for the largest proportion of substantiated water pollution incidents investigated by NIEA
in 201726, 201627 and 201528. So, it seems clear that we need to change certain agriculture practices
in order to better protect our waterways, rather than have to pay for a clean up after a pollution
incident has taken place.

2.2.2 Protected areas

This general failure to properly protect biodiversity even extends to NI’s protected areas. As outlined
in the NI Environmental Statistics Report 2020 29, while the area of land based protected areas under
favourable management increased significantly in 2019/20 that was only to 13.7% from an incredibly
low level of 0.18% reported in 2016/1730. The proportion of marine protected areas under
favourable management in 2019/20 was also low at 4.5%31, the same level as reported in 2017/1832.
As such, while the figures for terrestrial protected areas shows improvement, overall the picture is
still one of an inadequate level of protection. This is also illustrated by the fact that even amongst
our protected Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSIs), 35% of the features in ASSIs are in
unfavourable condition33.
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2.3 The role of indicators

This particular issue raises an interesting point in relation to how progress towards these outcomes
is measured. For example, the indicator for biodiversity for Outcome 2 in the previous PfG is the % of
protected areas under positive management. While this has improved in the since 2018, that is from
an extremely low base. As outlined above, the review of that indictor is positive as it shows an
increase in the % of protected land under positive management from the previous year, but only as
far as 13.7% from an even lower level. To an outside observer this improvement might suggest that
biodiversity is doing well and even improving in NI, while overall the picture on land and sea is still
one of an inadequate level of protection. When the context of this increase is considered along with
the drop in overall water quality, the fact that only one of our lakes in in good condition and that
one of our supposedly most protected species, the freshwater pearl mussel, is at risk of extinction in
NI, then it is clear that the reality is somewhat different from what the biodiversity indicator might
suggest. This clearly illustrates the need for appropriate indictors that give an accurate
representation of what is happening on the ground.

2.4 Stopping further biodiversity loss

NIEL believes there is a need to seize the opportunity for all outcomes to contribute to biodiversity
conservation and restoration, for example, through biodiversity mainstreaming34 - ensuring that
biodiversity, and the services it provides, are appropriately and adequately factored into policies and
practices that rely and have an impact on it. In order to try to tackle this ongoing decline in NI’s
biodiversity, NIEL believes all relevant bodies need to fully comply with the biodiversity duty in the
WANE Act 2011 and a non-regression clause to prevent any further biodiversity loss would be
essential in the Northern Ireland Environment Bill and Environment Strategy that is expected
sometime in the near future. Having such a non-regression clause in a NI Environment Bill would be
supported by the NI Assembly Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (AERA) Committee which
said it is critically important that there should be no regression from the level of environmental
protection that existed at the point in time when the UK left the EU 35.

While NIEL believes that our environment must be protected to help stop and ultimately reverse
declines in biodiversity, doing so could also create significant economic and social benefits. For
example, as well as protecting species like Atlantic salmon and the freshwater pearl mussel which
are endangered and under ongoing pressures, protecting our waterways can help ensure we have
cleaner, safer drinking water which could also save money in avoiding additional water treatment
processes.
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2.4.1. Working with nature and ecosystem services

When looking at issues like how land management affects water quality, it is important to work with
the environment where we can by using our natural capital and ecosystem services. The wide range
of ecosystem services that nature provides us with also needs to be accounted for in economic
decisions. For example, using wetlands to help improve water quality is an example of using natural
capital and ecosystem services. Even though the value of such ecosystem services is rarely
accounted for, UK studies have calculated that wetlands provide flood defence services worth
£1,279 per hectare per year and storm defence services worth £722 per hectare per year 36. NIEL
therefore believes that proposals to drain wetlands and convert them to alternative uses should not
only be considered in terms of the negative impact that would have on biodiversity but also the
impact on water management and the cost-benefits analysis of the proposal, including additional
factors such as the carbon sequestration capability of a wetland. The problem with many ecosystem
services is that they are often not recognised and not costed and so not included in economic
evaluations of proposed developments. For example, the market value of insect pollination of
agricultural and horticultural crops in Northern Ireland is estimated at £7.1m 37 and in that context
planting wildflower margins that support pollinators should be seen as not only beneficial in terms
of biodiversity but economically prudent. Our economic systems must properly account for the gains
and losses in biodiversity and natural capital in the decision making process.

Working with nature can also save significant amounts of money. For example, South West Water’s
Upstream Thinking project which works in eleven catchments across Devon and Cornwall, including
in the Exmoor National Park, and which aims to improve water quality, at source, by improved land
management techniques to reduce soil and chemical run off in the upper reaches of rivers.
According to South West Water 38, Upstream Thinking has a potential 65:1 payback ratio over 30
years if it delays or even avoids capital expenditure for building and operating traditional treatment
works. This sort of approach which uses ecosystem services also builds upon the aim outlined in
‘Sustainable Water: A Long-Term Water Strategy for Northern Ireland (2015-2040)39 to

“Manage flood risk and drainage in a sustainable manner”

NIEL believes that working with nature in this way also fits with Outcome 2 (We live and work
sustainably – protecting the environment) in the draft 2016-2021 Programme for Government and
the approach in the UK Government’s 25 year plan for nature ‘A Green Future’ in which the UK
government committed40 to
“using more natural flood management solutions where appropriate”
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2.5 The economic benefits of protecting and restoring biodiversity

Biodiversity must be a key part of the green recovery response to the coronavirus pandemic,
especially as regards developing resilience to other potential pandemics. For example, the greater
use of natural capital and ecosystem services rather than hard engineering options should be a
foundation of future policies, particularly in relation to water management. Recent research
suggests that ecological investments such as afforestation, parkland expansion, protection of forests
and water resources and restoration of rural ecosystems should have high priority as part of COVID19 recovery stimuli41, 42.

In 2007 the ‘Valuing our Environment’ report43 concluded that economic activities related to the
environment of NI contributed £573 million to the regional economy and these environment-related
economic activities support 32,750 full-time equivalent jobs.
Some of the economic aspects of better environmental protection are explored in more detail in
NIEL’s comments in relation to 6 but one area where the NI landscape brings significant economic
benefits is in relation to tourism. While tourism has been badly affected by the coronavirus
pandemic and may take a while to recover, the economic value of NI’s natural and built heritage is
illustrated by the fact that according to NISRA44 in 2019 the Giant’s Causeway was, once again, NI’s
most visited attraction with 998, 000 visitors. In 2018 country parks/parks/forests attracted the
largest proportion of visitors (42%), with visitor/heritage centres attracting the second highest
proportion of visitors during 2018 (21%). NI’s world class geology is the foundation of much of our
most famous and popular attractions including Marble Arch Caves and Mournes/Slieve
Gullion/Cooley geoparks, the ‘Stairway to Heaven’ at Cuilcagh, the North Down Coastal Path, the
Mournes and Sperrins and many beautiful beaches. Often it is the more rural or remote locations
that benefit from nature tourism which is an important consideration in terms of employment
opportunities and preserving the social structure in small towns and villages.

2.6 The need for targets

NIEL would once again call on the NI Executive to commit to legal targets to reverse nature’s decline
well ahead of international talks to agree future targets, due to take place in China in 2021 and to
press ahead with efforts to meet international targets for terrestrial and marine conservation, such
as the 30x30 targets. Meeting those international targets for biodiversity would also help to meet a
number of the Executive’s existing commitments most notably the commitment in the Outcome
Delivery Plan for 2018-1945 that
“We will also ensure that there are effective plans in place for the management and improvement of
protected sites.”
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2.7 Protecting biodiversity and human health

NIEL believes that a sustainable economy is a healthier economy and that greater linkages should be
made between the health of the environment and human health in Outcomes 2 and 3 and that The
Executive Office and the NI Executive as a whole should take greater account of the many health
benefits of healthy environment and increased access to green space. Unfortunately though, the
benefits offered by the Natural Health Service through access to green spaces are not shared
equally. We know that children from deprived backgrounds are much less likely to spend time
outdoors than those from affluent areas. People who live in nature-deprived areas are more likely to
face chronic ill-health and live shorter lives. There is a wide range of options available that could be
implemented in order to improve access to green spaces such as:

-

Investing in active transport through green and blue infrastructure planning new places and
spaces through engagement

-

Implementing a programme to enhance and create more urban parks

-

Increasing countryside access for everyone

-

Developing stronger links between environment and health, focusing on ‘social prescribing’

-

Providing access to land for Sustainable Community Use and One-Planet Development

The beneficial relationship between human health and the environment was illustrated by the EU’s
PHENOTYPE study 46 which found that positive health effects of green space have been observed on a
range of issues including but not limited to: longevity47, 48, cardiovascular diseases49, people's selfreported general health50,51, mental health52, sleep patterns53 and even recovery from illness54.

Similarly, a 2016 WHO report55 summarizing evidence on the health effects of green space in urban
areas showed that green spaces offer numerous public health benefits, including psychological
relaxation and stress reduction, enhanced physical activity and a potential reduction in exposure to,
among other harmful urban factors, air pollution, noise and excessive heat. The report concludes
that there is a need for both small, local green spaces situated very close to where people live and
spend their day, and large green spaces that provide formal recreational facilities and opportunities
to interact with nature. Research56 which looked at the entire population of England below
retirement age between 2001-05 (40,813,236 people) found that populations that are exposed to
the greenest environments also have lowest levels of health inequality related to income
deprivation, concluding
“The implications of the study are clear: environments which promote good health may be key in the
fight to reduce health inequalities.”
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An analysis of over 3,000 senior citizens in Tokyo 57 has shown that living in areas with walkable
green spaces positively influenced the longevity of urban senior citizens independent of their age,
sex, marital status, baseline functional status, and socioeconomic status.

According to the Department of Health report ‘A Fitter Future for All, Framework for Preventing and
Addressing Overweight and Obesity in Northern Ireland 2012-2022’58, one way of addressing the
“obesity time bomb” which was described as “one of the most important public health challenges
facing Northern Ireland” is by providing access to green space as children with greater access to
green space are less likely to be overweight, Department for Health, (2020).

As the National Trust’s Natural Childhood report outlined, in addition to obesity, other physical
health problems on the increase include vitamin D deficiency, leading to a major rise in the
childhood disease rickets59; short-sightedness60; and asthma61. There has also been a reduction in
children’s ability to do physical tasks such as sit-ups, producing ‘a generation of weaklings’62; and a
major decline in children’s cardiorespiratory (heart and lung) fitness, of almost 10% in just one
decade63. All these health problems have been, at least in part, attributed by the researchers
involved to a decrease in the time children spend outdoors compared with previous generations.

Access to green and blue space also provides a way to deliver for each of the key priority areas of
this outcome. The often hidden value of blue and green infrastructure has been highlighted in a
Natural Capital Account report64 for Derry City and Strabane District Council by Vivid Economics
which found that the council supplies more than £75 million in benefits to residents each year
through its 223 greenspaces and that for every £1 spent on the Council’s greenspace maintenance
and investment, it provides £22 of benefits per year.

The Public Health Agency (PHA) has taken as one of its building blocks ‘Building sustainable
communities’, one of the core themes proposed by Sir Michael Marmot in his 2010 report Fair
society, healthy lives65. In this report, Marmot advocates that organisations should:

· prioritise policies and interventions that reduce both health inequalities and climate change;
· integrate the planning, transport, housing, environmental and health systems to address the social
determinants of health in each locality;
· support locally developed and evidence-based community regeneration programmes.
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Environmental volunteering and facilitated nature therapy sessions (including social prescribing) has
been proven to help improve physical and mental health particularly amongst elderly people66. This
is more important than ever emerging from a pandemic which will have impacted upon people's
mental health and more loneliness reported in older people and those with disabilities.

In the PHA’s ‘Making Life Better 2012–2023’67, ten-year public health strategic framework, the
indicators that are measured to monitor the wider social determinants of health and wellbeing,
include air and water quality. Access to and proximity to green or blue space should also be included
and recognised as an important determinant in mental and physical health and wellbeing.

Although the outdoors/green space can have a very positive impact on a person’s physical and
mental health, NIEL will provide greater detail on the potential benefits of access to green space on
an individual’s mental health in its response to Outcome 4

2.8 Protecting biodiversity is a key component in the response to the coronavirus pandemic

Reducing our negative impact on biodiversity must also be an essential part of our attempts to
reduce the potential development of future pandemics. This was made clear by the OECD which
said, in its policy response to the Coronavirus pandemic68

“The pandemic is inextricably intertwined with global environmental issues such as biodiversity loss,
climate change, air and water pollution, and waste management, both in terms of its origin and the
implications for environmental outcomes and the future well-being of societies around the world.”

In fact the OECD has stated 69

“Human pressure on biodiversity increases the risk of infectious disease.”

“Protecting biodiversity is vital for avoiding the next pandemic.”

“Integrating biodiversity considerations into the COVID-19 recovery is not only important for avoiding
future pandemics; it is also vital to economic resilience and human well-being.”
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Similarly, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services,
(IPBES), 2020 Pandemics Report70 concluded

“The underlying causes of pandemics are the same global environmental changes that drive
biodiversity loss and climate change. These include land-use change, agricultural expansion and
intensification, and wildlife trade and consumption.”

The IBPES report went on to advise that human ecological disruption and unsustainable
consumption drive pandemic risk. We need to focus on conservation, climate change adaptation and
ecosystem services as a human health priority as well as an environmental priority.

2.9 Recommendations for action

NIEL believes that the natural environment and NI’s biodiversity should not just be an issue for our
protected areas or the Department for Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA). Nature
and biodiversity need to be valued intrinsically and the conservation and restoration of biodiversity
needs to be integrated across all policy areas where possible, as a way of ensuring our well-being
and ultimately, our survival. NIEL believes NI needs to take direct, measurable actions to halt the
pressures and drivers of nature loss for including the following:


Ensuring effective protection and management of at least 30% of land and seas for
biodiversity by 2030;



Implementing species action plans for all threatened species



Restoring and reconnecting defined areas of lost and fragmented habitats to specific
standards;



Phasing out harmful subsidies and introducing systems for payments for environmental
public benefits by a fixed date, ensuring that agriculture and fisheries work with and not
against nature;



Taking action to control harmful invasive, non-native species, implementing international
best-practice to reduce their spread;



Taking action to tackle pollution, such as reduction and phase out goals for harmful
pesticides;



Ensuring that nature-based solutions for climate also deliver for nature by agreeing core
standards for the certification and measurement of nature-based solutions



Ensuring biodiversity net gain is a requirement in all developments.
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Significantly increased levels of investment in biodiversity management and protection



Increasing levels of access to green space



Working with nature to solve problems



Greater investment in biodiversity management and protection and a green recovery



Compliance with existing laws, policies and commitments

As regards the increase in the levels of investment in biodiversity management and protection that is
needed, NIEL believes that amongst other things, the nature of our economics needs to
fundamentally change and would encourage the NI Executive to develop our economy in line with
the statement in the Programme For Government’s Outcome Delivery Plan for 2018-19 which said71

“Our health and wellbeing are directly affected by the quality of the environment around us and,
therefore, it is vitally important that we take steps to protect and enrich our natural environment.
Achieving economic growth at the expense of the environment, through degradation of finite
resources by overuse or causing pollution is not sustainable.”

This is explored further in NIEL’s comments on Outcome 6.

Outcome 4. We all enjoy long, healthy, active lives

Key priority areas:
Access to Health,
Inclusion and Tackling Disadvantage,
Mental Health and Wellbeing,
Older People,
Physical Health and Wellbeing

As previously referred to in our response to Outcome 2, although the outdoors/green space can
have a very positive impact on a person’s physical and mental health, NIEL is providing greater detail
on the potential benefits of access to green space on an individual’s mental health in this section.
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The role of the environment and ecosystem services in supporting human health and wellbeing and
the importance of access to nature should be given much more recognition, especially in improving
quality of life and preventing illness and there is a very important opportunity, and need, for greater
co-operation and coordination between central and local government and inter-departmental and
inter-agency working, in order to maximise the many benefits of increasing access to green space.

Green and blue spaces can positively influence mental health through mitigation, by reducing harm
from environmental stressors such as air pollution, noise and heat. Nature-based experiences can
have restorative effects, for example through stress recovery and attention restoration and can
encourage physical activity and facilitate social cohesion.

Investing in our natural environment by creating high quality natural places and urban green spaces
will improve the mental and physical health of the nation and provide cost savings for the NHS. This
is especially important in areas of higher deprivation. NIEL wants to see a society where everyone
benefits from nature, walking and outdoor activity as part of their everyday life and journeys, a
society where everyone has easy access to green spaces, which also encourage a sense of
community and social cohesion. This is a way to ‘invigorate and energise our communities and
organisations, to promote a culture change that will bring about real improvements for the
population in Northern Ireland.’

NIEL wants to see a society where good mental health is promoted and supported through naturebased treatments. Nature-based treatments are non-medical, socially supported solutions, offering
a cost-effective approach to addressing prevalent mental health problems. They present a platform
that can fully integrate biodiversity, climate and health challenges, with significant positive economic
and societal benefits.

NIEL proposes that the established and proven social prescribing model in Northern Ireland is
expanded upon. Local pathways to environmental activity interventions should be developed and
offered as options to individuals participating in formal social prescribing initiatives, such as those
being delivered by the SPRING project (through the members of the Healthy Living Centre Alliance in
Northern Ireland) and potentially by the new Multi-Disciplinary Teams in GP Practices.

The need for action to improve mental health is all the greater given the impact of the coronavirus
pandemic and the lockdowns on people’s mental health. The IEEP and IS-Global paper, Mental
Health and the Environment72 makes the case for a greater recognition of the benefits of green
space on mental health, arguing that
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“In recent years, evidence on the interplay between mental health and the environment has grown
significantly, and the COVID-19 crisis, with its foreseeable and unforeseen socio-economic
implications, adds a more urgent need for policy- and decision makers to identify and implement winwin solutions to both challenges.”

Research by ORNI73 has highlighted the clear link between enjoying outdoor spaces and good mental
and physical health with 73% of respondents stating the primary motivation for visiting the outdoors
was ‘to get some exercise’ and/or ‘for health and fitness’. In addition, 86% of those participants
reported that visits to the outdoors made them feel calm and relaxed and/or refreshed and
revitalised and 32% felt closer to nature following visits to the outdoors.

As the Youth Wellbeing Survey, 2020 74, commissioned by the Health and Social Care Board reported
previous studies of adult populations show that Northern Ireland has 25% higher rates of common
mental health disorders than England, Scotland and Wales and it appears that the picture is similar
for young people as well.

According to Natural England75

“Recent work has shown that where people have good perceived and/or actual access to green space
they are 24% more like to physically active. If this effect was universal and the population of England
was afforded equitable good access to green space it is estimated that the life-cost averted saving to
the health service could be in the order of £2.1 billion per annum.”

As the National Trust Natural Childhood report76 found that ensuring children have access to green
space and time in nature has been shown as a way to build lifelong mental resilience and said

“There is evidence to suggest that this sedentary, indoor lifestyle is having profound consequences
for our children’s health, especially with regard to what has been called the ‘modern epidemic’ of
obesity”

Natural Childhood goes on to report how in a single generation since the 1970s, children’s ‘radius of
activity’ – the area around their home where they are allowed to roam unsupervised – has declined
by almost 90%77. For example, in 1971, 80% of seven- and eight-year-olds were allowed to go to
school on their own or with their friends, often walking, whereas by 1990 fewer than 10% did so –
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almost all accompanied by their parents78. In NI in 2017-2019, the most commonly used main
method of travel to or from school for the 4-11 age group was car (61%), followed by walking (21%)
and then public transport (15%)79.

Even short-term ‘doses’ of nature can make a marked impact on mental health – indeed, as little as
five minutes of ‘green exercise’ can improve mood and self-esteem by a significant margin80. The
link between increased contact with nature and better mental health was clearly highlighted in the
2007 report from MIND Ecotherapy: The green agenda for mental health81 which called for a new
green agenda for mental health. Amongst other things the report recommended: allocation of
health and social care budgets should be informed by cost-benefit analysis of ecotherapies; access to
green space should be considered as a key issue in all care planning and care assessment; all health,
social care and criminal justice institutions should be required to ensure access to green space; and
ecotherapy projects should be evaluated to collect data and continue to build an appropriate
evidence base. The MIND report also stated that

“Empirical evidence shows exposure to nature has substantial mental health benefits”

It also referenced research from the University of Essex which identified three key benefits from
green exercise, namely; it improves psychological wellbeing by enhancing mood and self-esteem,
while reducing feelings of anger, confusion, depression and tension; it has a wide range of physical
health benefits and it facilitates social networking and connectivity.

Outcome 6: Our economy is globally competitive, regionally balanced and carbon neutral

Key priority areas:
Competing globally,
Green economy,
Growth,
Food, farming and fishing,
Infrastructure,
Innovation

Northern Ireland Environment Link is a Company limited by guarantee No NI034988 and a Charity registered with Inland Revenue No XR19598

NIEL RESPONSE

6.1. The need for and benefits of a green, sustainable economy

NIEL welcomes the recognition of the need for a carbon neutral economy in NI. NIEL also welcomes
the statement by the AERA Minister Edwin Poots in the Assembly on 23rd June 202082 that

“we want to build our economy in a sustainable way; we want to ensure that growth happens in a
sustainable way; and we want to ensure that, as we do things that help and protect the environment,
we grow our economy alongside that.”

This sustainable approach is one that NIEL supports. NIEL believes that investing in a sustainable,
resilient, low and ultimately zero carbon, green economy will help to create a bigger, better and
more resilient (‘future proofed’) economy that is better able to meet the demands of a changing
society. The many benefits of a green or greener economy have been highlighted and endorsed by
many prominent organisations. For example, this is supported by the findings of the United Nations
UNEP Green Economy Report (GER) 83 that

“Greening the economy not only generates growth and in particular gains in natural capital, but it
also produces a higher growth in GDP and GDP per capita. Under the GER modelling exercise, a green
investment scenario achieves higher economic growth rates than a business as usual scenario within
5-10 years”

The case for developing a green economy was made in the House of Commons Environmental Audit
Committee in its “A Green Economy” 84 report which said

“The whole economy needs to be green and traditional sectors of the economy will need to be
transformed”

The Global Commission on the Economy and Climate85 and World Bank86 outlined the benefits of a
green economy concluding
“Low-carbon growth could deliver economic benefits of US$26 trillion to 2030—and this is a
conservative estimate.”
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It is essential that the move to a zero carbon economy there is a managed just transition to a zero
carbon economy in line with best practice including accepted standards for workers’ rights. This is
dealt with in more detail in section 6.3.

6.1.2. The job creation potential of a more sustainable, green, low/zero carbon economy

The greater benefits in terms of job creation from investing in low/zero carbon energy sources
compared to high(er) carbon energy sources was highlighted by the World Bank 87 which estimated
that for every US$1million invested in the oil and gas sector in the United States five jobs would be
created, compared to 17 jobs per US$1million invested in energy-saving building retrofits, 22 jobs for
mass transit/freight rail, 13 for wind, and 14 for solar. While the situation in the USA differs from
that in NI, the point is that this research highlights how for the same level of investment, lower
carbon energy sources can create many more jobs than fossil fuels.

The CBI and its members describe the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic as a real opportunity
to build back better and pivot towards the low-carbon, sustainable, and net-zero aligned economy
that we know we need88. Amongst other things the CBI called for government action to:

“Accelerate the deployment of low-carbon electricity generation and investment in grid system
flexibility”

“Deliver jobs and energy savings by retrofitting homes and buildings to be more energy efficient and
switch to low-carbon heating.”

A similar argument was made in June 2020 by the UK Climate Change Committee89 which
recommended five clear investment priorities in the months ahead for building a resilient economy,
the first one of which was investing in improving the energy efficiency of homes. The five priorities
identified by the CCC were:
1. Low-carbon retrofits and buildings that are fit for the future
2. Tree planting, peatland restoration, and green infrastructure
3. Energy networks must be strengthened
4. Infrastructure to make it easy for people to walk, cycle, and work remotely
5. Moving towards a circular economy.
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It is important to note that when developing renewable energy sources, they should be subject to
detailed ecological impact assessments to ensure that the right technology is established in the right
place. Conservationists have previously raised concerns about fish passes on hydro power
developments, wind farms on peatlands and the impacts of wind turbines on bats which can die
from barotrauma (tissue damage to air-containing structures caused by rapid or excessive pressure
change) or blade strike90. The need for sensitive development of low(er) carbon technologies also
applies to the potential impacts on bats from large scale cavity wall insulation and loft insulation
projects and so there should be bat surveys in properties with high potential for roosting bats before
such options are undertaken.

The potential for job creation in the low carbon economy was highlighted by the Institute for Public
Policy and Research91 which concluded that greater investment in a green recovery and clean, lowcarbon jobs could create 1.6 million new jobs over the next decade of which over 40,000 could be in
Northern Ireland. Of those 1.6 million jobs, half a million (560,000) could be created by improving
the energy efficiency of homes, which would also help reduce fuel poverty and help the health and
economic prospects of thousands. The IPPR also found that without government intervention,
unemployment could rise by more than 2.1 million to almost 10% of the workforce. It is important to
recognise that many of these jobs will be in sectors other than the environment sector because
there is the opportunity to generate benefits across the community and across departments by winwin options, in line with what the draft PfG 2016-21 was described as aiming to do. For example,
closing the huge gaps in social care and in health care could create up to 700,000 jobs by 2030. Jobs
in these areas fulfil pressing social needs and at the same time are in line with a low-emission
economy as this also facilitates a shift away from resource-intensive growth towards localised
service sector growth which can lead to less overall energy demand. The area where the next
greatest number, over half a million (560,000), of those 1.6 million jobs could be created is in energy
efficiency, which is currently the responsibility of the Department for the Economy, though this
policy would also be relevant to the Department for Communities which is responsible for fuel
poverty, DAERA which is responsible for climate change, the Department of Finance which is
responsible for building regulations and also the Department of Health in terms of the positive
impacts on physical and mental health of taking people out of fuel poverty. The IPPR finding that
without government intervention, unemployment could rise by more than 2.1 million to almost 10%
of the workforce92 is a clear demonstration of how setting the right policies can drive economic
development and job creation.

6.2 Transport and active travel

The pandemic has highlighted the value of being active in our daily routines, through walking and
cycling and the importance of living locally and appreciating the environment around us, including
our parks and green spaces. It has shown the shortfalls in our infrastructure – lack of safe cycling
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infrastructure and wide enough pavements - and the priority we have placed for decades on building
roads.

We need to ensure integrated infrastructure and encourage people to make environmentally
responsible choices, but government also needs to enable people to travel actively and sustainably
through for example:
·

Prioritising vulnerable road users in all road schemes

·

Building a network of protected cycle lanes

·

Wider, safer footpaths and safe crossings

For example, one of the main objectives of the 20-minute neighbourhood concept advocated by
Sustrans is to better align spatial planning with transport planning and infrastructure, to make it
easier for people to walk, cycle and use public transport. Both approaches should be underpinned by
ensuring 20-minute neighbourhoods are designed to be inclusive and equitable.

More people are working from home as a result of Covid and it is widely expected this may continue
in the future. As a result there is less congestion at peak times but NIEL believes the NI Executive
needs to work harder to promote and enable more sustainable travel and reduce the dominance of
cars in our day-to-day travel in Northern Ireland, which between 2017 and 2019 accounted for 71%
of our journeys made and 83% of the total distance travelled93. This dominance of the car is also
reflected in the disproportionate spending on roads compared to public transport in Northern
Ireland, as compared to England, Scotland and Wales. According to the National Audit Office 94, in
2017-18, 59% of the NI transport budget was spent on roads with 18% spent on railways, 11% on
local public transport and 12% on other transport. The situation in England was almost the complete
reverse of that in NI, with 31% of the transport budget spent on roads, 59% on railways and 8% on
local public transport. In Scotland 42% of the transport budget was spent on roads and 47% on
public transport (39% on railways and 8% on local public transport). In Wales 45% of the transport
budget was spent on roads and 51% on public transport (46% on railways and 5% on local public
transport). NIEL would like to see a significant shift in spending so that so that the overall transport
spend has at least a 50/50 split between roads and public transport, similar to the spending pattern
in other UK administrations. The promotion of public transport and active travel is also crucial to
delivering sustainable, low carbon solutions for connected infrastructure across Northern Ireland
and can create significant economic, social and environmental benefits, and should receive greater
support from the NI Executive.

Investing in active travel offers positive outcomes not just for the environment through reducing
transport emissions but also for the physical and mental health of people, especially in terms of
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reducing particulates and other air pollutants, which in turn has very positive economic benefits.
This is illustrated by the findings of Cycling UK95 that the average economic benefit-to-cost ratio of
investing in cycling and walking schemes (active travel) is 13:1. By comparison, according to UK
Department for Transport Road Investment Strategy: Economic analysis of the investment plan 96 the
benefit-to-cost ratio for bypasses and link roads is 2:1. On top of that, greenways can also offer
opportunities for enhancing biodiversity. If it is necessary to light greenways then bat surveys should
be carried out and no lighting should be located near mature trees or water bodies and alternative
lighting options should be used so as not to disturb nocturnal wildlife, particularly bats. Lighting
height, column, angle and use of hoods should be used to prevent more light pollution.

6.3 Increasing investment in a green recovery and just transition

The NI Executive needs to allocate funding streams to ensure that NI’s environmental targets can
and will be achieved and to enable the green recovery that we need and which so many
organisations have supported. NI can learn lessons from other administrations. For example, in
England, a home insulation fund was established, as was a £40m fund for ‘shovel-ready’
environmental projects. In particular, NI could learn from the approach being taken in Scotland. As
part of the Programme for Government for Scotland 2020-2021 ‘Protecting Scotland, Renewing
Scotland’, 97, amongst other things, £100m was pledged towards a Green Job Fund, £60m to help
industrial and manufacturing sectors decarbonise, £60 million was pledged for a Youth Guarantee
including increased opportunities for 'green' apprenticeships across public sector bodies, a Green
Investment Portfolio was established to identify £3 billion of projects ready for green finance
investment, £20 million was allocated for peatland restoration in 2020-21 with a commitment to
invest more than £250 million over 10 years, £70m was allocated for improved refuse collection
infrastructure, £150m was allocated to deliver a 50% increase in woodland and new funding of over
£500 million over five years was allocated for active travel infrastructure, access to bikes and
behaviour change schemes.

The Scottish Government has also established a Just Transition Commission to Just Transition
Commission is to advise Scottish Ministers on how to apply Just Transition principles ( based on
International Labour Organisation98 principles) to Scotland. These principles can be summarised as:


plan, invest and implement a transition to environmentally and socially sustainable jobs,
sectors and economies, building on Scotland’s economic and workforce strengths and
potential



create opportunities to develop resource efficient and sustainable economic approaches,
which help address inequality and poverty
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design and deliver low carbon investment and infrastructure, and make all possible efforts
to create decent, fair and high value work, in a way which does not negatively affect the
current workforce and overall economy

Similar thinking and funding in Northern Ireland could help create opportunities for blue and green
infrastructure, sustainable tourism, nature restoration, mitigating against climate change and
helping to progress other key Executive priorities. NIEL welcomes the Department for
Infrastructure’s commitment to £20m for Green and Blue infrastructure in June and the £2.8m
funding for greenways announced on 16th September 2020. These are steps in the right direction,
however, more action and longer term planning and funding will be required.

The need for appropriate funding for the range of environmental problems we face and for
investment in a green recovery was recognised by the Ulster University99 in its response to the NI
draft budget when it said,

“The Draft Budget makes no specific mention of funding to help Northern Ireland achieve its
environmental targets.”

In its draft budget consultation 2021, the University of Ulster100 also concluded that

“Creating a zero-carbon economy will require a ‘Whole of Government’ response and can help
support economic growth”

The University went on to say101 that

“As well as delivering environmental benefits, there is also the potential to deliver significant
economic benefits and create jobs.”

NIEL would therefore urge TEO to review the investment programme and related strategies so as to
facilitate the sort of green recovery NI needs to future proof its economy.
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