
THE CASE FOR A LIVING PLANET ACT

MEETING THE 
‘TRIPLE CHALLENGE’
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The science is clear: if we want to 
recover nature, provide everyone with 
nutritious food and protect ourselves 
from the impacts of climate change,  
we need to transform how we use  
our land and sea.

At WWF, we call this nexus of 
people, climate and nature “the triple 
challenge”, because we know that these 
three things must be addressed together. 
Focusing too heavily on any one of them 
can too easily lead to perverse outcomes 
for the planet and for people. The way 
we reach net zero will determine how  
we bring nature back to life, just as 
nature’s recovery is essential to deliver 
our climate ambitions. And both are 
critical to securing a resilient and 
productive supply of nutritious food  
in the years ahead.

In order to realise this positive future 
vision, it is vital that all UK governments 
tackle these shared challenges together. 
Currently, all UK nations have laws and 
targets for climate and nature but lack 
equivalent goals when it comes to our 
nutrition security. Equally importantly, 
there is no legal obligation to deliver 
these goals in an integrated way.

We believe it is the responsibility of 
governments to produce plans that 
clearly demonstrate how we will manage 
the use of our land and sea resources 

collectively to meet our climate, nature 
and nutrition security commitments.  
To do that, WWF is proposing a new 
piece of Westminster legislation: a 
“Living Planet Act”.

The Living Planet Act would create 
a structure in law to require the UK 
Government to be clear about the 
synergies and trade-offs required to 
make best use of the precious land 
and sea areas where it has direct 
responsibility, whilst ensuring the 
impacts of those decisions are not 
offshored to other parts of the world or 
even other parts of the UK. It would also 
establish a new committee to provide 
independent advice on the science and 
the various policy pathways to meet 
triple challenge objectives, as well as 
working alongside existing bodies such 
as the Climate Change Committee and 
the Office for Environmental Protection, 
with a new remit to hold Government  
to account for the integrated delivery  
of the three objectives of the Act.

Put simply, we are long overdue an 
honest and joined up conversation 
about how we use land and sea in 
this country. No more excuses, no 
more silos: a legally binding process 
that brings government together and 
ensures delivery for all of us who live, 
work, and depend on these landscapes 
and seascapes.
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PROBLEM
We have laws, targets, and policies to 
tackle climate change and nature loss 
in all parts of the UK. Many of these 
have been hard won and are essential 
to progress. But they are also piecemeal 
and siloed in government departments. 
They lack a mechanism to ensure the 
use of land and sea collectively adds up 
to meet our shared climate, nature and 
nutritional goals.

This is resulting in some crucial 
trade-offs and opportunities being left 
unresolved that, over the coming years, 
will have fundamental implications 
for the way our land and sea is used. 
It should be the UK Government’s 
responsibility, working in coordination 
with devolved governments and 
overseas territories, to come up with a 
plan for how we will manage the use of 
our land and sea resources in England to 
meet our climate, nature, and nutrition 
security commitments and to make sure 
that plan adds up.

In particular, while droughts, floods, 
energy price spikes and conflict around 
the world show the urgent need to build 
diversity and sustainability into our 
food system the UK Government has 
no meaningful objectives to ensure the 
nutrition security of our nation, now or 
in the future. Currently, discussions on 
food production often see the need to 
maintain, or even increase, our levels of 
self-sufficiency pitted against our nature 
and climate goals, rather than objectives 
that have to work together to give us a 
resilient food system that provides the 
nutritious food that we actually need.

We only have a 
finite amount of 
space to deliver 
targets for nature, 
climate and 
nutrition. Farmers, 
fishers, and 
communities living 
and working within 
these landscapes 
and seascapes 
are facing 
competing and 
even contradictory 
demands from 
government.



Bioenergy with carbon capture and 
storage (BECCS)1 is a technique in 
which biomass is burned to generate 
electricity, used to create hydrogen 
or to fuel heavy industry, with the 
CO2 captured and stored. Currently, 
bioenergy provides about 13% of the 
UK’s electricity in 2021, and 5% of  
the UK’s road transport fuel.

The UK imported 9.1 million tonnes 
of wood pellets in 2022 for electricity 
generation, making it the largest net 
importer of forest products in the world.

BECCS is included in the models that 
keep the world within 1.5 degrees of 
warming and is a prominent part of  
the UK’s Net Zero Strategy. However, 

there is evidence that biomass 
harvested to fuel bioenergy in the UK 
is harming forests and ecosystems at 
home and overseas.

BECCS requires huge amounts of land, 
either to cut down trees or grow energy 
crops, potentially around 6% of UK land 
alongside existing imports, which are 
often reliant on the destruction of  
old-growth forest, undermining the 
ability of other countries to meet their 
own triple challenge. This is likely to 
compete with food production due to 
the limited arable land availability in 
the UK and worldwide, while intensive 
production of bioenergy crops risks 
causing further harm to nature.

BECCS

1 wwf.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/WWF-RSPB-BECCS-Report.pdf
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In the UK, carbon rich lowland 
peat soils provide some of our most 
productive land for food production, 
with approximately 40% of UK grown 
vegetables produced on lowland peat. 
However, lowland peat soils, which are 
the UK’s most important carbon sink,  
are currently responsible for the highest 
carbon emissions per unit area of any 
other land use in the UK.

In the long term, continued farming 
on deep peat is not sustainable from 
a nutrition security perspective, since 
the peat will deplete gradually until it 
loses its fertility and capacity to deliver 
high-yielding vegetable crops without 
increased inputs, and their associated 
environmental and economic costs.  

In addition, the historical drainage 
of peat landscapes for intensive 
agricultural land has resulted in 
significant loss of biodiversity  
through the fragmentation habitats.

When considering a strategy to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from peat and 
restoring areas for nature in England, 
we must also consider the contribution 
of lowland peat to nutrition security 
and the needs of local communities 
and the economy. A systems approach 
needs to be taken to mitigate risks, while 
carefully considering the alternatives 
to current production to ensure 
environmental impacts are not simply 
displaced or offshored.

PEAT
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No country in the world has yet  
set out plans sufficient to meet the  
triple challenge.

The UK has begun to develop and 
implement the necessary policies, 
and by putting science at the heart 
of a comprehensive plan, could give 
confidence to those working, living  
and investing in our land and seas  
to bring our world back to life.

There is a need for a step 
change in the way we think 
about and manage land 
and sea resources if we are 
to bring our world back to 
life, and there is a unique 
opportunity for the UK to 
lead that change.
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WWF is proposing a piece of framework 
legislation to ensure that the decisions 
on the future of our land and sea are 
joined up to meet our climate, nature, 
and nutritional needs into the future.

This legislation, a Living Planet Act, 
would hold successive UK governments 
legally accountable for their policies for 
land and sea use adding up to meeting 
these three goals in an integrated way. 
This would support, not replace, the 
implementation of existing policies by 
ensuring the UK Government has one 
process and speaks with one voice when 
it comes to food, climate, and nature.

The geographical scope of the Act would 
extend to English land and sea areas, 
and reserved policies, as well as where 
relevant to the Overseas Territories, if 
desired by these respective governments.
The Act therefore respects the devolution 
settlement and provides the potential 
for additional benefits by requiring 
coordination and cooperation between 
the UK Government and governments in 
Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

It would seek to enable and encourage a 
fair level of ambition in each UK country 
in respect of land and sea use, and 
thereby support policy delivery across 
all nations of the UK.
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A TRIPLE LOCK FOR FOOD, CLIMATE AND NATURE



OVERARCHING AIMS
The Living Planet Act would establish a 
framework and process to manage land and 
sea resources in England to collectively meet 
a set of nature, climate and nutrition security 
objectives, in a way that doesn’t offshore our 
impacts overseas.

The overarching objectives would be:

A.	�Halting and reversing the loss  
of nature (the nature objective)

B.	�Achieving and maintaining nutrition 
security (the food objective)

C.	� Mitigating and adapting to  
the impacts of climate change  
(the climate objective)

Critically, we want government to meet 
all three of these objectives in a way that 
i) maximises co-benefits, ii) minimises 
trade-offs between them, and iii) ensures 
the UK’s overseas policy contributes to the 
achievement of all three objectives globally. 
It is vital the decisions made here take 
into account impacts overseas and do not 
simply offshore production or prevent other 
nations from achieving their climate, nature 
and nutritional goals.

The Act would require the UK Government to 
produce a plan or set of plans to demonstrate 
how these objectives would be met through 
the integrated management of land and sea. 
All plans should support a just transition for 
communities affected by potential changes 
in land or sea use and allow for meaningful 
co-design and involvement.
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HOW IS THE LIVING PLANET ACT 
DIFFERENT TO OTHER PLANS FOR  
LAND AND SEA USE?
Some of this thinking is 
already being done in the 
preparation of a Land Use 
Framework for England that 
can be built on. However, as 
things stand, the Land Use 
Framework has no legal basis 
or teeth and is subject to the 
preferences of governments. 
Moreover, a marine spatial 
planning prioritisation was 
considered in England, yet 
there is no detailed plan to 
explain how the prioritisation 
would work. The Plan created 
by the Act would be subject to 
independent scrutiny against  
a legally binding set of 
objectives and criteria, within 
which a land use framework 
could sit as well as being 
overseen by a new independent 
expert Commission.



TARGETS
There are currently existing targets for 
climate and nature in the Climate Change 
Act and in international agreements 
including the Global Biodiversity 
Framework. The Living Planet Act 
would not set new targets where there 
are already adequate targets in place, 
but instead provide an opportunity to 
strengthen the delivery of these.

However, there are currently no 
legislative targets in place with 
regards to nutrition security. 
Much of our land and sea is used for 
food production, meaning farmers and 
fishers are on the front line of climate 
change and nature loss. Affordable and 
nutritious food is often out of reach 
for households struggling with the 
cost of living. The most fundamental 
responsibility of government to ensure 
an accessible, affordable and secure 
supply of food is not explicitly set  
out anywhere.

WWF defines nutrition security 
as the ability to provide, in an 
equitable manner, a resilient 
supply of affordable, accessible, 
nutrient-dense and sustainable 
food that meets the recommended 
nutritional requirements of 
society. This goes beyond a narrow 
focus on self-sufficiency, or quantities 
of food produced to focus on a stable 
supply of the nutrient dense food 
people need for a sustainable diet.

The Living Planet Act would introduce  
a new target for the UK Government  
to ensure the nation’s food supply 
fulfils per capita requirements for 
both macro and micronutrients,  
in a resilient and sustainable 
manner by 2030. This includes 
ensuring, through the management  
of land and sea, that:

• �the nation’s food supply, including 
both imports and domestic 
production, would be assessed  
against our nutrition requirements.

• �producers prioritise nutritional density 
and quality rather than quantity of 
food alone.

• �nutrition security would not be 
placed at risk due to sourcing from 
environmentally unsafe practices 
or locations, or from other uses of 
domestic land and sea.
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A NEW
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The Living Planet Act would 
establish an independent expert 
commission or committee to advise 
on and assess the UK Government’s 
plans to meet the Act’s duties and 
targets. This will include monitoring 
and publicly reporting progress 
against these objectives.

The remit of the Commission would 
be designed to ensure it does not 
overlap with existing bodies such 
as the Climate Change Committee 
and the Office for Environmental 
Protection. Instead, it would 
complement and support the function 
of both by advising government on the 
trade-offs and synergies associated 
with meeting the three objectives 
of the Act and hold government to 
account for delivering on them.
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There are many potential ways to 
meet our climate, nature and nutrition 
commitments, and the version of the 
future we end up with is a decision 
for politicians, businesses, voters and 
societies to make.

The Living Planet Act would not set out 
a given pathway in law, but set out the 
process and boundaries for government 
to consider and abide by, so that this 
future is shaped collectively rather than 
in silos. This is a similar model to the 
Climate Change Act, a framework that 
has been repeated around the world.

WWF’s own vision is for UK landscapes 
and seascapes that are bursting with 
life, where the connections between the 
food people eat and how it has been 
produced have been re-established, 

where growers and producers get a 
fairer share of the market, where nature 
thrives within and outside farmed and 
fished areas, and where shifts in diets 
support high quality production in 
circular, regenerative systems. Yet, there 
are alternative pathways that could meet 
these objectives with different trade-offs 
and synergies.

Ultimately, in producing an overarching 
plan for using our land and sea in an 
integrated way under the Act, the UK 
Government will need to face up to 
and openly discuss the opportunities 
and trade-offs in meeting our nature, 
climate and nutritional needs. That 
the Government is not doing so at 
the moment is not just hindering the 
delivery of existing policies but letting 
down people in the process.

A PROCESS, NOT A PATHWAY
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Many farmers are already taking 
steps to farm with nature, rather than 
against it, restoring the health of soils 
and reducing the use of expensive 
inputs. Many of these actions, such as 
cover cropping, crop fixing, rotational 
grazing and slurry management are 
being used already and offer cost-
savings for farmers. Complex soils that 
retain their carbon and nitrogen offer 
long-term resilience to climate change, 
as well as helping to mitigate against 
it, with huge co-benefits for nature, 
water, air and people.

WWF are supporting farmers to adopt 
more regenerative practices through 
our programme of “Wholescapes”, 
joining up policy and practice across 
land, freshwater and sea. In Norfolk, we 
are supporting the farming community 
with this shift, creating habitat through 
arable reversion, reducing synthetic 

inputs and providing public goods such 
as greater protection from flooding 
and drawing down carbon. The work is 
undertaken with communities to ensure 
that Local Nature Recovery Strategies 
align with new Environmental Land 
Management Schemes and private 
investment. It also aids local decision 
making in a considered way, providing 
a framework approach to balancing the 
needs of nature, climate, and people.

The benefits of regenerative agriculture 
are far reaching. Our partners working 
to restore North Norfolk’s dynamic 
coastline will benefit too, along with the 
local communities that live and work 
there and the many tourists that visit. 
Changes in farming practice will impact 
not just the land but rivers and coast 
systems too, as water quality begins to 
improve and there are opportunities for 
wider restoration.

Meeting the ‘Triple Challenge’: The Case For A Living Planet Act	 13

REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE

©
 D

av
id

 B
eb

be
r 

/ W
W

F-
U

K

CASE STUDY



Seaweed, as well as capturing carbon 
and providing benefits to nature in  
the marine environment, has the 
potential when farmed sustainably  
to replace some synthetic fertilisers  
and provide an alternative protein  
feed source.

Biostimulants made from seaweed 
allow plants to take up nutrients 
more efficiently so that farmers need 
to use less synthetic fertiliser, cut 
emissions and reduce pollution into 
rivers and coastal waters. In addition, 
growth in the use of biostimulants 

will create demand for seaweed that 
could provide additional income for 
coastal communities.

WWF is trialling the use of seaweed as 
biostimulant on spring barley fields, 
with a range of plots including varying 
levels of liquid seaweed biostimulant 
applied as a spray and reductions in 
synthetic fertiliser. The hope is that 
there will be no change in yield or 
quality, which would demonstrate that 
you can reduce synthetic fertiliser use  
by 20% with no negative impact and  
a reduction in carbon footprint.
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INTERNATIONAL
Decisions on how domestic land and 
sea are used can have far reaching 
consequences – the import of animal feed 
and fertiliser from abroad for domestic 
food production currently adds a further 
40% to UK agricultural emissions for 
example.2 Likewise, the large amounts  
of land needed for bioenergy in the future 
under current climate pathways could  
also lead to more imports of food from 
climate-vulnerable regions.

There is little point making decisions on 
how we better use land or sea at home if 
we continue to source food, fuel and other 
products in a way that undermines climate, 
nature and nutritional security in other 
parts of the world. Nor can the UK shirk its 
responsibility to deliver its global climate 
and nature commitments and expect others 
to use land and sea to provide carbon sinks 
and habitats the world needs whilst failing 
to do the same at home.

A core part of the Act’s overarching duties 
would be a need to manage land and sea 
in England in such a way that does not 
further offshore the UK’s global impacts, 
and indeed to ensure the UK’s foreign 
and development policies (with respect to 
sourcing agricultural or forestry products, 
and investing in or otherwise supporting 
interventions in agriculture, forestry, 
fisheries or marine environments overseas) 
are consistent with the achievement of the 
objectives of the Act globally.

IMPACT

2 wwf.org.uk/updates/land-of-plenty

JOIN US
We urge the government to 
table this legislation at the next 
available King’s Speech – time is 
of the essence. If we are to stand 
a chance of restoring nature, 
our shared inheritance, and of 
limiting climate change to 1.5C of 
warming, then parliamentarians 
and governments across the 
UK must be prepared to use the 
next five years to take ambitious 
action on a number of fronts. 
We must deliver the 2030 
targets for climate, nature and 
nutrition security committed 
to domestically and through 
international processes, and play 
our role in driving change on the 
international stage.

We cannot secure this legislation 
alone. WWF will continue to 
work with our scientists, business 
partners, community groups 
and supporters and we will be 
there every step of the way to 
support, challenge and demand 
action from parliamentarians and 
governments. We hope you will 
join us too.

THIS IS THE FIGHT OF ALL OUR LIVES.
TOGETHER, WE CAN BRING OUR WORLD  
BACK TO LIFE.

https://www.wwf.org.uk/updates/land-of-plenty
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