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Purpose and principal message
This report organises Rebecca Pow’s contribution to the Conservative Policy Forum Natural Environment consultation under its discussion headings. It records her views and suggested directions for policy; it is not a consensus statement or an independently verified account of legislation, expenditure or environmental outcomes. Her central argument is that nature, farming, food and water security, housing, and climate adaptation must be planned together. She called for long-term rewards for farmers, water management by catchment, earlier consideration of nature in planning, and a stronger statutory approach to resilience.
Funding and Valuing Nature
Public and private funding
Pow argued that the benefits nature supplies—cleaner water, healthy soil, pollination, flood mitigation and habitat—are valuable to society but are not consistently priced or rewarded by markets. Public funding should therefore remain an anchor for nature recovery, especially where benefits are diffuse or long term. Private investment can add to this where a credible project, clear outcomes and sound governance make payment possible. She did not prescribe a numerical balance between the two.
She suggested that farmers could receive payments from water companies or other beneficiaries for measures that improve water quality or reduce flooding. She pointed to existing company-led work, including Wessex Water, and proposed a more systematic policy framework so such arrangements do not depend on individual initiatives. She also saw potential for biodiversity net gain funding to support larger, strategically chosen off-site habitat projects where on-site provision is impractical.
Local communities and voluntary groups
Pow emphasised the knowledge and commitment of local residents, wildlife groups and voluntary organisations. Citizen monitoring has helped reveal water pollution problems; local people can also identify valuable habitats and help protect ancient woodland, veteran trees and hedgerows. She cited campaigning with the Women’s Institute on microbeads and community involvement in ancient woodland protection as examples of effective collective action.
Her proposed improvement is to give communities an earlier and more meaningful role in decisions. She suggested local strategic assessments that assemble environmental evidence alongside landscape, heritage and community value, so people can identify suitable places for development before a planning application is effectively settled. She expressed concern that some neighbourhood plans have had too little weight in subsequent decisions. The interview did not develop a specific programme for urban trees, parks or other urban nature opportunities; that consultation question needs further evidence.
Land Use and Farming
Balancing food, housing and nature
Pow favoured protecting the best agricultural land for food production while accommodating housing through a more deliberate choice of sites. She advocated cleaning up brownfield land, making better use of space above shops and within town centres, and exploring modest, well-designed growth in villages where it supports local services. She opposed treating nature requirements as an obstacle to building: ecological needs should be identified and costed early, with proportionate processes that avoid late delays. Her suggestion of village growth of around 10 per cent was an illustrative proposition, not an agreed CPF target.
She proposed layering compatible uses of rural land: for example, appropriate business uses in redundant farm buildings and floating solar on farm reservoirs. She supported biodiversity net gain in principle, while arguing for simpler delivery and greater scope for strategically useful off-site provision, such as habitat and river corridors. She cited district-level licensing for great crested newts as an example of a planning mechanism intended to protect species while reducing repeated site-by-site delay.
Reward and certainty for farmers
Pow described the move from Common Agricultural Policy area payments toward payments for public goods as an important change. She referred to Environmental Land Management and the Sustainable Farming Incentive as ways to reward field margins, pollinator strips, habitat features and river corridors. Her priority now is a simpler, adequately funded scheme with predictable access, multi-year commitments and transparent outcomes. Farmers cannot confidently change land management when scheme terms or funding are uncertain.
She highlighted Farming in Protected Landscapes as a useful model because neighbouring farmers can work across a valley or catchment, combine environmental measures and sometimes develop local produce. She also raised farm profitability: larger buyers’ bargaining power can squeeze producers, while cooperatives or group working may improve their position. Environmental payments should complement a viable food-producing business, not assume farmers can absorb unrewarded costs.
Pollution and Water
Identifiable polluters and accountability
Pow endorsed the principle that identifiable polluters should be responsible for the costs they cause. She called for greater scrutiny and transparency of water companies and argued that monitoring data must be used to guide action. She described the previous government’s Plan for Water and storm overflow reduction work as part of its response, while acknowledging that sewage pollution is unacceptable and that earlier action should have been taken.
Her main structural proposal is to organise decisions around whole river catchments. A catchment inventory would identify incoming nutrients, other pollution sources, soil loss, flood risks and the interventions most likely to work. Water companies, farmers, businesses, regulators and communities would then work to shared priorities from headwaters downstream. She argued that reporting requirements and regulators’ responsibilities should be made more coherent.
Diffuse agricultural runoff
For pollution with no single readily identifiable source, Pow favoured paying farmers to deliver measured improvements rather than relying primarily on penalties. Catchment plans could identify where buffers, hedgerows, river corridors, soil management or other measures would reduce nitrates, phosphates and sediment. Contracts should reward the environmental service and remain practical to apply for. She connected this approach with natural flood management and more on-farm reservoirs.
Climate Resilience and Biosecurity
Heat, floods and adaptation
Pow argued that emissions reduction alone is insufficient: policy must also help habitats, settlements and infrastructure withstand warming, drought, flooding, wildfires and extreme heat. She called for stronger, potentially statutory, adaptation and resilience duties across government, supported by an assessment of the economic and health costs of inaction. Her examples included sustainable drainage in new developments, better planning for reservoirs, natural flood management and flood protection for critical infrastructure.
Nature-based measures should sit alongside necessary engineered defences. Connected river corridors, trees, hedgerows, healthy soils and wetlands can hold or slow water and help species move and recover. She urged departments to consider these benefits early when designing housing and infrastructure. The transcript does not set out detailed measures for urban heat or species-specific climate adaptation.
Disease and biosecurity
The interview did not substantively address new pests, diseases, invasive species, surveillance or import controls. No position on biosecurity should be attributed to Pow on the basis of this conversation. This remains a question for follow-up.
Species Priorities
Pow did not rank iconic native species. She spoke instead about protecting the habitats that sustain many species, particularly ancient woodland, veteran trees, hedgerows, pollinator areas and river corridors. She cited earlier work to strengthen planning protection for ancient woodland and veteran trees and to protect hedgerows. A separate discussion would be needed to identify priority species, the evidence for choosing them and the interventions required.
Possible points for the consultation to test
How can multi-year public funding and credible private payments be combined to reward farmers for measurable nature and water benefits?
What powers, data and governance would a catchment-led approach need, and who should convene it?
How can community evidence influence land-use choices early enough to matter, including in urban areas?
How should planning protect productive farmland and important habitats while enabling homes and infrastructure?
What statutory or other mechanism would make climate adaptation a routine consideration across departments?
Which native species and emerging biosecurity risks warrant specific national action?
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