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NATIONAL PARKS AND THE CLIMATE EMERGENCY 
The changing climate is already having a significant impact on 

our National Parks. Wildfires, flooding and droughts are 

increasing. As extreme weather events become even more 

frequent, there is likely to be a progressively more noticeable 

effect on the landscape, wildlife and cultural heritage in 

National Parks and the communities that live in them.

Policies to tackle climate change need to incorporate measures 

to reduce carbon emissions and to adapt to the impacts of 

climate change, such as flood alleviation. Both these types 

of measures have significant implications for National Parks. 

National Park Authorities (NPAs) are undertaking detailed 

studies to better understand the impacts on their Park and  

are developing and implementing Climate Change Mitigation 

and Adaptation Strategies. But are they doing enough?

Campaign for National Parks wants to ensure that all the 

National Parks in England and Wales are not only fully equipped 

to meet the challenges posed by climate change, but are also 

able to play a leading role in combating climate breakdown.  

In this report, we examine what NPAs are already doing and 

identify the actions needed in order to support them to do more. 

Further detail on all the issues covered here and more 
examples of existing NPA activities can be found in the full 
report at: www.cnp.org.uk/ClimateReport2021 
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and the level of priority it is given. The increased profile for the 

climate emergency in 2019, particularly the setting of the UK 

Government’s target of net zero by 2050, prompted many NPAs 

to place a greater focus on this area of work again. However, 

there are still mixed messages from central governments in 

terms of the priority given to climate change in policy decisions, 

such as support for road-building and airport expansions and a 

lack of clarity on the extent to which tackling the climate 

emergency should be a priority for National Parks. 

It is clear that if effective action is to be achieved at the local 

level there needs to be a much stronger steer nationally, backed 

up by financial support.

USING PLANNING POWERS
Another way that NPAs can seek to influence climate action in 
their areas is through their role as local planning authorities, by 
ensuring that climate change is considered in planning decisions 
and introducing policies aimed at specific types of 
development. However, the impact NPAs could have is limited 
by both national priorities and the need to accommodate the 
views of a broad range of stakeholders, not all of whom are 
necessarily fully supportive of the measures needed to achieve 
net zero. Even where strong policies are introduced, the 
relaxation of planning controls and the introduction of new 
permitted development rights means there is more limited 
opportunity to influence the climate impacts of certain types  
of development. 

There is also a concern about ‘the performance gap’ with many 
new homes not delivering the energy efficiency standards they are 
designed to achieve, suggesting a need for more stringent building 
regulations. The impact of local planning policies is also limited by 
the fact that new development accounts for a small percentage of 
buildings, so retro-fitting existing properties will be essential. 

National planning policy and legislation needs to be more 

focused on tackling the climate emergency. 

DELIVERING NATURE-BASED  
SOLUTIONS
The NPAs are already involved in delivering a range of land 

management projects which provide both climate change 

mitigation and adaptation benefits, such as peatland restoration 

(see cover photo) and tree-planting. 

One of the key challenges is identifying what kind of habitat 

improvement might be appropriate in particular locations. 

Another major challenge is the availability of sufficient funding, 

particularly in terms of the preparatory work needed for major 

land management projects which involve getting agreement 

from a wide range of landowners and other stakeholders. 

There is a need for consistent multi-year funding for NPAs so 

effective climate action can be planned and delivered over the 

long term.

CLIMATE LEADERSHIP 
The idea that NPAs should be leading the way in adapting to, 

and mitigating, climate change is not new. It was included as a 

priority in 2010 policy guidance for the English National Parks 

but has had little mention since from the Westminster 

Government. In contrast, the Welsh Government emphasises 

this role in its current priorities for designated landscapes. 

The Welsh Government has also set a target for a net zero public 

sector by 2030, which all the Welsh NPAs will need to comply 

with for their own operations. The English NPAs have published 

their own commitments on tackling the climate emergency in the 

form of a joint delivery plan for Climate Leadership.  These 

include working collectively, and with constituent authorities, 

towards becoming net zero by 2040 and leading by example, 

through achieving net zero NPAs by 2030 wherever practicable. 

Other bodies have set even more ambitious targets. The York 

and North Yorkshire Local Industrial Strategy sets out an 

ambition for the area (which includes two National Parks) to be 

carbon neutral by 2034 and then to become England’s first 

carbon negative economy by 2040. 

In order to be at the forefront of tackling the climate emergency, 

NPAs must demonstrate similar levels of ambition.Although some 

of the NPAs provide clear information about targets and plans to 

meet these on their websites, that’s not always the case. A lack of 

information risks giving the impression that NPAs are taking far 

less action than they are. If targets are to be meaningful and 

effective, they must be well-publicised.

PRIORITISING CLIMATE CHANGE
NPAs only own a small proportion of the land within the Parks and 

must therefore work with landowners and other key stakeholders 

to secure changes. One of the key mechanisms for doing this is 

through the five-year National Park Management Plans that NPAs 

produce and implement in partnership with stakeholders. 

Climate change is not currently included in the statutory National 

Park purposes, meaning that it may not always be given as much 

priority as it could be when agreeing Management Plans. This 

should be addressed by amending these purposes, strengthening 

Management Plans and introducing stronger statutory requirements 

on other bodies to further the National Park purposes. These are all 

measures that were proposed in the 2019 Glover Landscapes 

Review and which have not yet been implemented.

Some NPAs are already introducing measures to ensure that 

members take more account of climate impacts in their decision-

making. These include compulsory training or the inclusion of 

information on climate change implications in Board papers. The 

adoption of similar measures by all NPAs would ensure that both 

members and stakeholders develop an increased understanding 

of climate change and the actions needed to address it.

Messages and financial support coming from central governments 

have had a significant impact on NPA activity on climate change 
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ADDRESSING VISITOR TRAVEL 
Tourism and recreation make a significant contribution to the 

economy of the National Parks. However, most visitors to 

National Parks travel by car and more needs to be done to 

address this issue, particularly as surface transport remains the 

largest-emitting sector in the UK. 

All of the NPAs are taking some action to try and reduce 

emissions associated with visitor travel, such as increasing the 

number of electric vehicle (EV) charging points. However, only 

Snowdonia NPA has proposed radical measures to significantly 

reduce car use. Although NPAs can use their planning policies 

to influence travel patterns, they do not have any powers or 

resources specifically relating to transport. 

The Glover Review proposed a pilot for the Lake District NPA to be 

the strategic transport authority for its area. We support this 

proposal and believe that, if given these powers and accompanying 

resources, the NPA should use them as an opportunity to introduce 

measures to restrict car use as well as improve alternatives to the car.

ENGAGING WITH VISITORS  
AND LOCAL COMMUNITIES 
The vast majority of NPA climate-related activity falls under the 

first “conservation” purpose i.e. it primarily relates to conserving 

and enhancing landscape, wildlife and cultural heritage. There are 

also significant opportunities for the NPAs to raise awareness 

about the impacts of climate change through their second 

purpose responsibilities to promote enjoyment of the Parks. 

As well as being places that attract millions of visitors, thousands of 

people live and/or work in National Parks. Local community action 

has often been a key driver for NPAs declaring a climate emergency 

and many are now introducing specific measures aimed at 

supporting emissions-reduction activity by local people. New Forest 

NPA invited schools and community groups to apply for small 

grants which support activities aimed at improving habitats, 

reducing carbon emissions and connecting new groups to nature.

There are also examples of NPAs engaging visitors around 

climate change. Pembrokeshire Coast NPA has a number of 

fixed-point photography posts where visitors are encouraged to 

take a photograph and email it to the NPA for inclusion in a 

time-lapse film which shows the changes. More of these types 

of initiatives would help visitors and local residents understand, 

and plan for, the changing climate. 

It is essential to ensure that the needs of local communities, 

businesses, visitors and other stakeholders are all considered, 

both when helping people to understand the impacts of climate 

change and in planning how to address them.

There has not yet been anything in National Parks similar to the 

Climate Assembly UK which has been used to help develop 

recommendations for tackling the climate emergency in a way 

that is fair to all concerned. This is a gap which needs to be filled.

TACKLING THE AUTHORITY’S 
OWN EMISSIONS
All NPAs have now identified ways of reducing the carbon 

emissions of their own activities through initiatives such as 

replacing pool cars with EVs and making buildings more energy 

efficient. Many have already taken action in these areas often 

with significant success. In some cases, this has included a more 

comprehensive assessment of the impacts of their activities 

such as considering the emissions associated with the supply 

chain: food and cleaning materials. 

TACKLING EMISSIONS ACROSS  
THE WHOLE AREA
Reducing emissions across the whole of a National Park area is 

far more challenging than reducing the emissions for a single 

organisation. The Department of Business, Energy and Industrial 

Strategy (BEIS) has recently made available data cut to National 

Park boundaries which makes it easier to establish a consistent 

data set across the English Parks and to measure progress 

against a baseline in order to see more clearly the impact of 

different initiatives. 

It is important that similar datasets continue to be made 

available in future in both England and Wales.

NPAs have some difficult choices to make as to how best 

to achieve net zero. Relying too much on offsets could be  

counter-productive if the potential carbon savings are used  

as a justification for not reducing emissions from other 

activities. There are also significant levels of uncertainty about 

exactly how much carbon different types of habitats store 

and for how long. 

As part of its Climate Action Plan, Dartmoor NPA has adopted 

an energy hierarchy which is aimed at ensuring the NPA does 

not simply offset its impacts and allow emissions to remain 

unchanged. Under their hierarchy the first priority for action is 

reducing demand, the next increasing energy efficiency and the 

third sourcing energy from low-carbon and renewable sources, 

and offsetting should only be used for emissions that are 

unavoidable after all these actions have been taken.

NET ZERO NATIONAL PARKS 

© North York Moors National Park Authority
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Welsh and Westminster Governments should:

• Provide consistent multi-year funding to NPAs.

• Strengthen National Park Management Plans; amend the 

statutory purposes to place a much stronger emphasis  

on tackling climate change; and introduce stronger duties 

on other bodies to support the delivery of the 

Management Plans.

• Provide the right supporting framework to allow NPAs  

to take effective climate action including ensuring that 

policy decisions in relevant areas such as transport and 

planning are consistent with a move towards net zero. 

• Review and potentially remove permitted development 

rights in designated landscapes in order to ensure that 

the use of such rights does not undermine NPA  

climate action.

• Implement a pilot to test the use of additional powers and 

resources on transport by NPAs in at least two National 

Parks to assess the impacts in areas with differing levels 

of public transport, visitor numbers, etc.

• Ensure that the need to increase the number of NPA 

members with climate expertise is taken into account 

when recruiting new members.

• Ensure that all relevant government departments make 

data available in a format which allows for consistent 

reporting of progress towards climate change targets in 

National Parks.

NPAs must push for these national changes themselves.

There are also measures NPAs could implement 
immediately. To ensure that tackling the climate emergency 
is fully integrated across the full range of their activities, 
NPAs should:

• Establish and publish clear targets for emissions 

reductions for both the authority itself and the National 

Park as a whole. To support this and ensure they really are 

making progress towards net zero, they should also 

establish and publish clear baselines and set out specific 

targets for carbon reduction in different sectors including 

agriculture and land management, transport, housing etc; 

• Account for carbon emissions separately from carbon 

sequestration (storage and capture).

• Adopt a hierarchy approach to avoid over-reliance on 

carbon offsets and ensure that offsetting is only being 

used as a last resort for their own emissions. This should 

be accompanied by clear standards to ensure that any 

offsets are high quality and long-lasting and genuinely 

delivering new carbon stores. There is also a need for 

research to provide a better understanding of the carbon 

reduction potential of nature-based solutions.  

• Introduce measures which increase the capacity of 

members and other local stakeholders to make effective 

decisions on climate-related activity, such as the delivery 

of appropriate training and the inclusion of climate 

implications in committee reports.

Significant changes are needed at both national and local level if 

National Parks are to take a leading role in tackling the climate 

emergency. The scale of change required will have far-reaching 

implications and if it is to be delivered effectively, it is important 

that there is an opportunity for all those affected to agree the 

best course of action collectively. 

As the National Parks vary enormously in size and 

characteristics, it is likely that the specific measures identified 

through these commissions will also vary significantly. However, 

what is already clear is that the NPAs urgently need additional 

powers, responsibilities and resources if they are to be able  

to take action in the way that is most appropriate for their 

local circumstances.

We are calling for: A ‘Nature, people and climate’ commission or 

similar mechanism to be established in order to bring together 

representatives from all those with an interest in National Parks 

– landowners, residents, visitors, non-visitors and experts – to 

consider the changes needed and how best to achieve them. We 

would like to see this piloted in at least two of the National Parks 

as soon as possible with a view to rolling it out to all of them.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A full report containing further details on all the issues covered in this summary is available at www.cnp.org.uk/ClimateReport2021


