
British Canoeing reaction to the 25 Year Environment Plan 
 
British Canoeing will be embarking upon an exciting new campaign in Spring 2018, in direct 
response to our members concerns, for the benefit of all waterway users.  We plan to actively 
engage with improving waterway access for paddlers in England and will be tackling 
environmental issues in waterways across Britain.   
 
In light of our upcoming campaign, British Canoeing welcomes the long anticipated strategy for 
the environment, the 25 Year Environment Plan, published in January 2018 by the Department 
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).   

 

Is the 25 Year Environment Plan relevant to canoeists? 
 
Paddlers love being in the outdoors. Our sport encourages canoeists to engage with the 
environment in many contexts and settings, from urban watercourses, through to countryside 
waterways and to remote, wild rivers.  Canoeing enhances people’s health and pleasure, 
increasing fitness in the outdoors in an enjoyable way, engaging with nature directly.    
 
The 25 Year Environment Plan (the Plan) is relevant to paddlers, as it outlines key action areas, 
which include ‘connecting people with the environment to improve health and wellbeing’.  The 
link between the health benefits of access and engagement with nature is acknowledged, 
aiming to open it up to ‘people from the widest possible range of ages and backgrounds’.   
 
It’s encouraging to see that the Government recognises that recreation, in the natural 
environment, not only contributes to improving mental and physical wellbeing - it also has 
economic benefits.  The Plan acknowledges the significance of public rights of way, protection 
of natural assets and pledges to invest in more green and blue infrastructure.   
 
At present, we are in a time of change.  As Britain leaves Europe, we have opportunity for 
positive change to occur if pledges made in the 25 Year Plan are effected.  The forthcoming 
British Canoeing campaign is therefore timely.  A number of issues affecting paddling, to be 
addressed in our campaign, are identified in the 25 Year Environment Plan.  If we actively 
embrace the ideas put forward, paddlers can help to implement and action relevant pledges 
made in the Plan, putting them into practice on waterways and within their daily routines.  If 
more people have better access are able to paddle for health benefits, engaging with nature 
and valuing the environment, we can all play a part in actively helping to improve it.   
 

Healthy nature = healthy people 
 
In 2011, the British Government pledged to improve the environment, passing nature on to 
future generations in a better condition than in which it was inherited.   
 
Britain is rated as one of the most nature depleted countries in the world, according to the 
State of Nature Report 2016.  Whilst our environment is better now than it was 100 years ago, 
we still have a long way to go to further improve and restore it.  Presently, nature loss is 
continuing to occur, due to intensifying pressure such as modern day land management; so, in 
order to reverse the damage, we’re in need of positive environmental action, safeguarding a 
brighter future for nature.   

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/673203/25-year-environment-plan.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/state-of-nature/state-of-nature-uk-report-2016.pdf


 
This year, for the first time in 17 years, the Prime Minister has made a speech on the 
environment, which is a significant step forward for the Government.  The 25 Year 
Environment Plan is the Government’s ambitious long-term blueprint for how we will 
accomplish environmental improvement, in a local, national and international context.  The 
Plan is very comprehensive, encompassing a range of topics: recycling plastics; biodiversity 
and habitat loss; air pollution; climate change; through to improving access to nature and 
engaging people with the environment.   
 
For our own sake, we must save nature:  it provides us with crucial and irreplaceable benefits, 
supporting our livelihoods and wellbeing.  It’s very promising to see that the Government 
acknowledges that clean air, water, healthy soils and a thriving environment are essential for 
our health, happiness, and recreation, enriching our lives. Put quite simply – if the environment 
is healthy, we are healthy too – so, how do we achieve it? 
 

Why do we need a Plan? 
 
The Plan is critical for future improvement and recovery of nature.  Ultimately we all have a 
responsibility and moral obligation to do the right thing, as we all have an impact on the 
environment.  Well-considered conservation can help ecosystems and wildlife to recover.   
Responsibility for looking after the environment needs to occur on a number of levels, from 
Government through to everyday people. 

Fundamentally, we need a structured approach and meaningful effort from the Government to 
make the Plan work.  The Government needs to provide guidance, legislation and offer 
solutions to issues, making it easier for all of us to make the right choices, enabling us to do the 
right thing and prevent further harm.   

By providing rules from the top, guidelines and standards are in place.  However, improvement 
will only occur if there’s also a realistic bottom-up approach, in addition to guidance from the 
top down.  It’s essential that Government, non-governmental organisations, businesses, 
communities and individuals work together to re-establish and improve nature. 

All of us need to be able to engage with the Plan to make it work.  To make environmental 
improvement tangible, these pledges, actions and options need to be easy and achievable for 
everyone, whereby everyday life is better for the environment.  Guidance and legislation needs 
to feed down effectively. For example ensuring farmers produce our food responsibly, whilst 
manufacturers consider the packaging that is used, as this has a profound effect on the 
environment if it cannot be recycled easily; and that councils provide better waste recycling 
options etc.  Providing society with the right information, knowledge and resources enables 
everyone to understand the significance/consequences of our actions, helping all of us to make 
the right choices as consumers.      

 
Everyday choices should be made easier – enabling all of us to better care for the environment.  
If manufacturers and suppliers provide the right products/choices for consumers, we can all 
contribute to a better future. If choices are made easy and more affordable, whilst effective 
facilities for cleaning up are provided – we can all do our bit.  If we are able to buy products 
with reusable/easily recyclable/biodegradable packaging as opposed to single use plastic with 
incentivised recycling, we could prevent issues with plastic contamination in the environment.   



Environmental Issues Affecting Paddlers 
 
Paddlers are generally very aware of their environment, being at the coalface – enjoying nature 
and its benefits, however, it’s obvious that there are a number of environmental issues that 
affect paddlers.   
 
Direct concerns affecting paddlers are invasive non-native species and the throwaway culture 
creating litter – not only disturbing our day out and local environment, but these issues have 
an international impact as well.  Plastics that are not disposed of properly in local areas end up 
in rivers, and if they are not removed end up in the sea, causing problems for marine wildlife.   
 
In Britain, waterways are widespread and (in theory) relatively accessible for many people, in 
terms of being widely available throughout the country.  Access to waterways in England and 
Wales, however, is complicated and fraught with controversy, thus ability to paddle across the 
country can be very limited.    
 
British Canoeing is keen to see the ambitions of the Plan to be achieved.  The 25 Year 
Environment Plan is promising in the pledges made, being significant and particularly relevant 
for paddlers on a number of levels, as it addresses some of the key problems affecting 
waterways and access to them. The Plan outlines ambitious proposals to eliminate plastic 
waste, enhance the natural environment and tackle climate change, encouraging people to 
connect with the environment for improved health.  It also mentions legislation around 
enabling access and improving the environment.  
 
Listed below are the main issues and relevant measures in the Plan, aiming to resolve these 
problems in future:  
 

Access and engagement with the Environment 
 
The Government acknowledges in the 25 Year Environment that access to the outdoors 
contributes to improving people’s health.  Encouraging people to get outdoors, engaging with the 
natural environment, positively improves their mental and physical health and can also 
contribute to local economies.   
 
Increasing access to outdoor activities is a key factor in encouraging more people to become more 
active in nature.  Enhanced understanding and connection with nature, improves people’s health 
and can also encourage people to look after the environment.   
 
One of the biggest issues that paddlers face in England is lack of access to waterways, despite the 
huge network that’s available.  In Britain, waterways are widespread and (in theory) relatively 
accessible for people, in terms of being widely available throughout the country.  However, as 
paddlers are acutely aware, access to waterways for canoeists is complex and fraught with 
controversy.  
 
Assessment of legislation and guidance required to increase and improve access to the outdoors 
for all users is addressed in the Plan, mentioning public rights of way.  British Canoeing supports 
measures, which may enable increased access to the countryside and waterways, helping more 
people to partake in outdoor recreation.   
 



The Plan also pledges to improve green and blue infrastructure “Ensuring high quality accessible 
natural space close to where people live and work, in particular in urban areas and encouraging 
more people to spend time in these accessible spaces, to benefit health and wellbeing”.  The 
Government aims to put the environment at the heart of planning and development.    
 
Michael Gove has announced, in addition to the above, that improvement of public access would 
be part of Government plans; remodelling the environmental land management system enabling 
farmers to provide public goods from the agricultural payments they receive.   
 

1. 'Natural Environment for Health and Wellbeing' programme - A cross-government 
alliance will establish a three-year programme promoting natural environment as a path for 
improving health and wellbeing. 

2. Green infrastructure standards - Natural England will lead on new cross-government 
project to review and update existing standards for green infrastructure by summer 2019, 
with government supporting local councils to assess developments against these new 
standards. 

3. New land management system - The government confirms plans for a new environmental 
land management system to replace the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) that will 
"keep bureaucracy to a minimum". 

 
Litter and Water pollution 
 
Single-use plastics (e.g. plastic shopping bags and plastic drink bottles) blight our natural 
environment when dropped as litter or are washed/blown into waterways from landfills.   
 
Unfortunately, paddlers are familiar with this issue, as waste plastics are a common feature 
present in our waterways.  Over time these non-biodegradable materials break-up into smaller 
pieces, eventually getting washed into the oceans where they cause numerous problems – 
nationally and internationally.  Ultimately reducing the use of these materials, our dependence on 
them by providing better alternatives and improving recycling will begin to resolve some of these 
issues.  The Plan has pledged to address these problems as follows:    
 
1. 2019 Year of Green Action (#Iwill campaign) - The government has promised to launch a 

year-long youth-focused promotional campaign to engage people with environmental issues. 
The #Iwill campaign aims to increase action and engagement on the environment amongst 10 
to 20 year olds.  

2. Plastic waste targets and taxes - Government aims to eliminate all avoidable waste by 2050 
and all avoidable plastic waste by the end of 2042. A call for evidence on using the tax system to 
eradicate single-use plastics is also on its way in 2018, whilst government pledges to "explore 
whether we can ban other problematic materials where suitable alternatives exist". 

3. Plastic-free supermarket aisles - Government will work with waste charity WRAP to 
investigate introducing plastic-free aisles, in which all food is loose, helping to reduce the 
demand for plastic (some of which cannot be recycled).   



4. Bioeconomy Strategy - Government will set out plans this year for new strategy ensuring the 
UK develops a bio-based economy by "removing our dependence on finite fossil fuel resources", 
focusing on biotechnology and bioscience. It will be linked to the forthcoming waste strategy. 
 

5. Biodegradable bag standard - Work with research councils will investigate developing a 
standard for plastic bags as part of a national Bioeconomy Strategy.  (Thus, if biodegradable 
bags do end up in the environment– they will degrade harmlessly).   

6. Waste crime - Plans to develop a new strategic approach to preventing, detecting and 
deterring waste crime. 

7. National anti-litter campaign - New government-led/private sector funded campaign 
accompanied by a £4.5K litter innovation fund for small-scale projects. 

8. Resources and Waste Strategy - New strategy scheduled for 2018 to make UK a world leader 
in resource efficiency, outlining the UK's approach to reducing waste, encouraging markets for 
secondary materials and incentivising improved product design. 

9. Water refill points - To reduce/eliminate plastic bottle waste, Government wants to help 
retailers/transport hubs to offer free water refill points in every major city and town in 
England.  Water industry will be encouraged to create nationwide network of refill points. 

10. Farming fertiliser rules - A robust framework, limiting inputs of nitrogen-rich fertilisers (e.g. 
manures, slurries and chemicals) is planned, with "clear rules, advice and, if appropriate, 
financial support". Government also wants to encourage farmers to use low emissions 
fertilisers. 

Biodiversity loss/Invasive Non-Native Species (INNS) 

The 2016 State of Nature report collated data and expertise from a number of nature 
conservation and research organisations, giving a realistic overview of the state of nature in the 
UK and in its seas.   

Biodiversity (biological diversity) loss is an issue occurring not only internationally, but also 
closer to home, as the loss of nature in the UK continues.  

A measure assessing the intactness of a country's biodiversity, indicates that the UK has lost 
considerably more nature long-term than the global average. This implies that the UK is one of 
the most nature-depleted countries in the world.  

Statistics show the UK's wildlife to be under considerable stress with the negative pressures - 
primarily agriculture, climate change and a 32% reduction in funding for conservation - 
significantly overshadowing the positives measured, resulting in a net loss of nature. The State of 
Nature report indicates that: 15% of our native species are under threat of extinction, while 53% 
are in decline.   

Many factors have affected the UK’s wildlife in recent decades.  Essentially, policy-driven 
agricultural change and intensive farming have contributed significantly to environmental 
decline.  Habitat loss and invasive species also significantly affect native biodiversity.  Habitat loss 
due to development is also a significant issue.  Additionally, climate change is also a serious long-



term problem, although its impact has been mixed, with both beneficial and detrimental effects on 
species. Climate change, however, is certainly one of the greatest long-term threats to nature 
worldwide. 

Paddlers often encounter invasive non-native species whilst canoeing on British waterways, which 
can act as a vector for the spread of problematic species, which have a detrimental effect on 
native wildlife if left unchecked.  The Check-Clean-Dry initiative has been developed to raise 
awareness of the increasing prevalence of INNS and to prevent further spreading them amongst 
waterway users.   

Preventing further environmental deterioration and wildlife loss will be a prolonged and 
challenging task. The 25 Year Environment Plan has pledged actions to address environmental 
decline, advocating the prevention of further spread of INNS, enhancing and protecting habitat 
and improving native biodiversity: 

1. Green planning principle - DEFRA intend to put green considerations on biodiversity and 
air quality more firmly into building planning by embedding an 'environmental net gain' 
principle into development, including housing and infrastructure. 

2. Independent green watchdog - The Plan promises a consultation on a new independent 
body to hold government to account post-Brexit, alongside a new set of green principles to 
underpin policy-making. A new set of metrics will also help assess progress against the 25 
Year goals. 

3. New strategy for nature - Government will work on replacing the existing Biodiversity 
2020 strategy, focusing on habitat protection, creation and restoration. 

4. Nature recovery network - A new network to provide 500,000 hectares of additional 
wildlife habitat is planned in order to better link existing protected sites with urban green 
and blue infrastructure. Government believes this can boost carbon capture, water quality, 
and flood management. 

5. Tree planting - The government reiterates goals to plant one million trees in England's 
towns and cities by 2022, and endorses proposals for a new Northern Forest. It will also 
appoint a national Tree Champion and design a new woodland creation grant scheme. A 
Tree health Resilience Plan is also scheduled for 2018. 

6. Natural flood management - A focus on natural flood management solutions backed by 
potential changes to planning rules will help tackle coastal erosion and reduce flood risk, 
according to the Plan. An industry-led voluntary code of practice on flood risk is also 
planned for 2018. 

 
Conclusion  
 
The strategy to improve our environment has been provided in the 25 Year Environment Plan, 
however transforming strategy effectively into action is vital.  
 
The 25 Year Environment Plan discusses cross-government collaborative work and the 
Government is committed to supporting programmes promoting physical activity.  A key 



priority for the strategy, is to inspire and enable more people to experience the physical and 
mental health benefits provided by being active outdoors and engaged in nature.  Hopefully 
this value will influence future policy decisions environmental improvement and protection.   
 
British Canoeing supports the pledges made in the Plan and in conjunction with our upcoming 
campaign, provides a great opportunity for us to work with Government and paddlers to 
facilitate positive change for the environment and encourage people to be more active in the 
outdoors.   
 
We encourage paddlers to be proactive with regards to the environment.  To contribute at any 
level can make a difference: effective legislation needs to be instigated, to ensure that the 
positive pledges made are effected and words are transformed into action.      
 
 
 


