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Report Stage Briefing: The English Devolution and 

Community Empowerment Bill  
19/11/25 

This briefing has been prepared on behalf of nature and animal welfare coalition Wildlife 

and Countryside Link (Link )  

 

 
 

Introduction 

 

The English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill is designed to standardise devolution in 

England, with the long-term aim of extending “London-style” strategic authorities across the country. 

These bodies will typically cover populations of around 1.5 million and exercise wide-ranging powers 

over housing, planning, and transport, including: 

 

• Preparation of regional growth plans, to which public bodies must have regard. 

• Responsibility for local transport planning, including key road networks. 

New Strategic Authorities in England should have strong, specific environmental obligations, 

including a duty to contribute to delivery of targets under the Environment Act 2021, the Climate 

Change Act 2008 and the Air Quality Regulations. 

 

The English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill will create powerful new strategic 

authorities across England, with key responsibilities for planning, housing and transport. These 

bodies will shape growth and infrastructure for millions of people and represent the most 

significant governance reform in decades. These functions also directly affect carbon emissions, 

land use and ecological outcomes and the chances of achieving the UK’s climate and nature goals. 
 

Currently, the Bill lacks provisions to ensure climate and nature are central to this new system 

risking a disconnect between national ambition and local delivery and failing to capitalise on the 

opportunity to empower local authorities to improve pollution levels and access to green and blue 

space. Several amendments have been tabled to fill the climate and nature gap in the Bill which 

we urge MPs to support, including: 

• New Clause 29 to require authorities to contribute to meeting climate and nature targets. 

• Amendment 65 to require new local growth plans to align with nature recovery plans. 

• Amendment 107 to enable communities to use the new community right to buy powers to 

protect land that provides access to wildlife-rich spaces.  

• Government amendments 116–118 to include air pollution and access to nature into the 

definition of general health determinants. 

https://www.wcl.org.uk/
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• The ability to produce spatial development strategies, which will set the framework for local 

plans and planning decisions. 

• Powers to call in significant planning applications and to take on housing and land assembly 

functions from Homes England and local authorities. 

• Revenue-raising powers through mayoral precepts, levies and borrowing. 

 

The Bill also makes provision for future expansion of these powers. In effect, strategic authorities will 

become central players in the delivery of housing, infrastructure and place-making for much of 

England. These functions directly affect carbon emissions, land use and ecological outcomes. Local 

authorities are already facing the impacts of climate change and nature loss. However, they have 

limited tools to address these issues, with increasing inequalities across communities in access to 

green and blue space. 

 

The English Devolution White Paper rightly said that “Strategic Authorities will play a crucial role in 

preparing for the future and tackling climate change and nature emergencies at the local and regional 

level”. However, that important commitment is not reflected in the Devolution Bill. As drafted, new 

Strategic Authorities would not have any meaningful duties to contribute to environmental action. 

 

The Bill does not address the threat and impacts that our changing climate and the loss of nature is 

already bringing to communities. Nor does it provide local authorities with the tools needed to support 

Government ambitions on nature and climate or to address inequalities around access to green and 

blue space. We encourage MPs to sign and support the following amendments to address the climate 

and nature gap in the Bill. 

 

New Clause 29 (NC 58 addresses the same issue)1 

 

The Government is not on track to meet its legally-binding nature targets. The Office for 

Environmental Protected has warned that “that the pace and scale of action are insufficient to meet 

the government's ambitions and legally binding [nature] commitments”. While the Committee on 

Climate Change has concluded that the emissions reduction targets are “within reach”, success will 

depend on concerted action at local level. 

 

Local planning and spending decisions are critical to delivery of statutory nature and climate targets, 

yet many decisions by public authorities currently proceed without reference to these national 

targets. Even where public authorities have environmental duties (such as the nature duty under the 

Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006), they are often weak “have regard” duties, 

out-dated or unquantifiable, leading to poorly prioritised actions and lack of priority compared with 

 
1 This amendment is supported a range of stakeholders including Climate Emergency UK, UK100, The Better Planning Coalition, Friends of 

the Earth, The Wildlife Trusts, South East Climate Alliance, Hampshire Climate Action Network, Association of Directors of Environment, 

Economy, Planning & Transport (ADEPT). 
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stronger duties, such as growth obligations. Increasing powers at a devolved level (which are provided 

for by this Bill), without reciprocal environmental duties, risks leaving national targets detached from 

local delivery, with inconsistent and fragmented implementation and further enforces an imbalance 

where development and growth objectives dominate decision-making. 

 

Expanding duties within the Bill to require all authorities to contribute meaningfully to climate 

mitigation, adaptation and nature recovery when making decisions would: 

• Align national ambition with local delivery, ensuring that all authorities can help to drive action 

on climate and nature recovery; 

• Provide welcome consistency and clarity for authorities, developers and investors, avoiding 

inconsistency and fragmentation across authorities; 

• Prevent decisions which undermine national ambition whilst still allowing for exceptions in 

cases of overring public interest, and; 

• Embed long-term resilience into devolved government, supporting sustainable and healthy 

growth at a local level. 

 

Since its inception, the Greater London Authority was set up with climate and nature duties. 

Embedding this duty within the English Devolution Bill would level the system, ensuring that all 

authorities can incorporate climate and nature resilience into decision making. The Bill contains a duty 

to have regard to the need to improve the health of people in the area and reduce health inequalities. 

Broadening this duty to include climate and nature would have profound and positive implications for 

climate action, nature recovery and local communities and ensuring that devolution can become a 

powerful driver of sustainable, climate-ready, nature-positive communities.  New Clause 58  

 

A broad coalition are calling for this duty including over 100 businesses who have signed open letters 

in support of such a Duty and the Local Government Association (LGA) who has made it clear that 

councils require further statutory duties, powers and resources to lead on climate action.  This call 

was a result of a climate consultation that 150 councils responded to, with the vast majority in favour 

of a duty. The District Council Network, in their General Election prospectus, London Councils, ADEPT 

and 88% of UK100 members have called for a climate statutory duty.  

 

Amendment 65  

 

Schedule 19 requires growth plans to be produced by new strategic authorities and mayors but 

currently, does not link with local action to support the recovery of nature. Amendment 65 would 

require mayoral combined authorities to ensure their local growth plans comply with any overarching 

Land Use Framework and relevant Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRSs). This will ensure that local 

economic development and local nature recovery are aligned rather than working at cross-purposes. 

 

LNRSs identify priority areas for restoring nature at a local level, essential for biodiversity, climate 

resilience, and ecosystem services. Loss of nature at a local level affects quality of life, public health, 

https://www.aldersgategroup.org.uk/publications/post/business-coalition-calling-for-the-planning-bill-to-deliver-net-zero-and-protect-nature/
https://ukgbc.org/news/more-than-100-businesses-call-on-the-government-for-planning-reform/
https://www.local.gov.uk/about/campaigns/make-it-local/back-local-climate-action/local-government-and-legal-responsibilities
https://lga.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s51669/Item%203%20-%20Neighbourhoods%20Committee%20Climate%20Change%20Statutory%20Duty%20report%20v2.pdf
https://www.lgcplus.com/politics/climate-change/lga-calls-for-climate-change-statutory-duty-15-07-2025/
https://www.lgcplus.com/politics/climate-change/lga-calls-for-climate-change-statutory-duty-15-07-2025/
https://www.districtcouncils.info/district-councils-our-offer-to-the-next-government/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20want%20to%20drive%20change,transformation:%20a%20DCN/Capita%20roundtable
https://www.edie.net/uk-council-leaders-back-net-zero-duty-despite-implementation-nerves/
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clean water supplies and other ecosystem services, harming local economies and aligning growth 

plans with local nature recovery would help to avoid these economic risks. If LRNRs are considered 

upfront as part of a growth plan, it need not be overly onerous my identifying conflict at an early stage 

and embedding nature benefits at an early stage. 

 

Amendment 65 provides a simple, low-cost mechanism to ensure that local economic development 

strengthens, rather than undermines, local nature recovery, enabling both to support sustainable 

long-term growth. 

 

Amendment 107 (with supporting amendment 108. Amendments 57-60 also address the same 

issue) 

 

Amendment 107 would allow communities to use the new Schedule 27 right to buy powers to protect 

wildlife-rich spaces, something not currently possible under existing legislation. Under the Localism 

Act 2011, community assets can only be listed on social wellbeing grounds (cultural, recreational or 

sporting value). Environmental value is excluded, meaning wildlife-rich spaces cannot be protected 

even when they provide major community benefits including access to nature and improvements to 

physical and mental health and wellbeing.  

Amendment 107 would extend the community right to buy to include assets that further the 

environmental wellbeing of local communities, alongside economic and social benefits, provided that 

the land is not allocated local development plan. This would give communities the ability to buy and 

safeguard nature-rich areas if they come up for sale, drawing on the Scottish Land Reform Act 

precedent, where similar powers have successfully enabled communities to protect and restore local 

woodlands. As a safeguard, it would not apply to land already allocated for development in the local 

plan, preventing misuse to block planned development. However, it would enable communities to 

safeguard nature-rich spaces which play a critical role in enhancing quality of life, public health, and 

local identity.  

Government amendments 116-118  

 

We warmly welcome Government amendments 116-118. The Bill devolves powers over housing, 

planning and local growth, but makes no reference to access to nature, green infrastructure, or 

environmental recovery. Specifically, the new Health Duty outlined in Clause 43 of the Bill commits 

devolved authorities to improving population health and wellbeing through having due regard to the 

need to improve the health of and reduce health inequalities of people living in the region. However, 

currently the Bill does not recognise access to nature and reduction of levels of air pollution as one of 

the most cost-effective, evidence-based ways to achieve that goal. 

 

The Devolution Bill aims to deliver “greater local prosperity, better public services, and improved 

wellbeing.” Improving access to nature delivers directly on all three by: 

• Reducing NHS costs (with estimated savings of £2.1bn a year if everyone had good access to 

green space). 
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• Boosting productivity and skills by improving mental and physical health. 

• Attracting investment and supporting regeneration through high-quality environments. 

 

We welcome Government amendments 116–118 seek to address this omission by inserting 

environmental factors, including air quality and access to green space and bodies of water (also known 

as blue space) into the definition of general health determinants. 

 

 

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing together 90 

organisations to use their joint voice for the protection of the natural world and animals.  

 

For questions or further information please contact: 

Ali Plummer, Director of Policy and Advocacy, Wildlife and Countryside Link E: ali@wcl.org.uk 

Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 – 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH  


