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The brief presents findings from the Urban Rewilding Workshop for policy staff from UK 
environmental agencies and organisations on 6th July 2022 at the Cambridge Conservation 
Initiative. Participants discussed urban rewilding principles, examples and issues from a critical 
perspective. After a closed workshop, researchers and practitioners from the University of 
Cambridge and international organisations presented relevant aspects of their research to a 
broader audience of academics and conservation practitioners during which workshop 
participants formed an expert panel. The brief incorporates findings from the workshop but 
does not directly represent participant’s views. 
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Jonathan Hughes, United Nations Environment Programme World Conservation Monitoring 
Centre (UNEP-WCMC) 
 
 
Published by the Cambridge Conservation Initiative, The David Attenborough Building, 
Pembroke St, Cambridge CB2 3QZ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover Image: “Woodberry Wetlands to receive funding boost from Hackney Council and Berkeley Homes”, Hackney Council 
Website, 23rd June 2020, last accessed 22nd Aug 2022 at URL: https://news.hackney.gov.uk/berkeley-homes-and-hackney-
council-provide-emergency-funding-for-woodberry-wetlands/ 
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Nearly two million hectares of the UK's land area is urban, inhabited by 82% of 
the population1. London is the second largest metropolitan area in Europe after 
Paris. Urban areas are critical to national and international nature, biodiversity 
and climate strategies, informed closely by local social and economic needs. 
However, following decades of environmental improvements, biodiversity, tree 
cover, clean air, and clean water, they are again threatened in UK urban areas2. 
Connection and access to nature for urban citizens are also diminishing3 or at the 
least highly unequal. The need to bring nature back into urban areas is well 
established4, but which nature, according to which principles, by what means? 
Urban rewilding is increasing in popularity and offers new strategic directions for 
policymakers with a set of potential solutions to these issues for stakeholders. 
 

Urban Nature: Policy Themes 2003-Present 

 

 

Urban Rewilding is a recent iteration of nature conservation activity in our towns 

and cities, conservation activity that started – in its modern form – in the mid-

1970s. Use of the term “urban rewilding” in government policy discussions began 

during 2016/17. The timeline shows policy terms relevant to urban nature 

 
1 Government Office for Science, Trend Deck 2021: Urbanisation “England’s urban population is growing faster 

than the rural population”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/ycvypk3c 
2 Environment Agency, “The state of the environment: the urban environment”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at 

TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/53k2u7ap 
3 E.g. Soga, M., & Gaston, K. J. (2016). Extinction of experience: the loss of human–nature interactions. Frontiers 

in Ecology and the Environment, 14(2), 94-101.  
4 E.g. Government Office for Science, “The future of the urban environment and ecosystem services in the UK”, 

Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/ys9b95wx 

Accessible at URL: https://time.graphics/line/683230 



Urban Rewilding Policy Brief 

 3 

conservation, including urban rewilding, indicating when they entered policy 

discourse. Now running in parallel, these terms and associated interventions 

together represent increased overall policy attention to urban nature. 

 

UK Conservation: Approaches and Level of Intervention 

 

Urban rewilding is a conservation approach which may be understood on a 

continuum with other conservation approaches. In many ways it incorporates 

conservation priorities such as habitat conservation and species protection. 

However, urban rewilding can be differentiated from other approaches in an 

urban context, pursuant to the level of ‘active’ management or restoration 

intervention, from very high to very low intervention. The range of urban 

rewilding actions discussed in the workshop were assigned an indicative 

intervention score, similarly for other conservation approaches. The comparison 

shows urban rewilding generally prioritises lower intervention in urban areas and 

falls roughly in the middle on the intervention scale when rural conservation is 

included. The graph is indicative of a qualitative assessment. 

 

Figure 1 Policy Theme Timeline 
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Urban Rewilding Principles 

 

Key principles of urban rewilding help to define it and articulate its policy 

relevance. Most overlap with those of existing urban nature conservation 

approaches, but some are more specifically aligned with urban rewilding, 

supporting reduced intervention. Workshop participants agreed on the following 

ten urban rewilding principles. 

 

1. “Letting nature take the lead”5. Relevant in both urban and rural contexts, 

rewilding approaches facilitate less intensive future management, where 

the ability of natural processes to shape ecological recovery is recognised 

and planned for. There is scope for less intensive management of urban 

green spaces. 

2. “No space is too small to be valuable”6. Operating at small scales, urban 

rewilding democratises nature. Citizens (perhaps cut off from existing large 

green spaces), may rewild rooves, window boxes, balconies and gardens. 

Whilst small scale rewilding is important, it does not replace the need for 

larger areas including parks. 

3. Accepts and builds tolerance for some non-native or ‘invasive’ species. 

Nature in cities reflects the diverse cosmopolitan and fast-changing nature 

of human communities who live there. Eradication should be a minor part 

of urban rewilding strategies. 

4. Management of public perception should be ‘built in’ from the outset of 

any rewilding plan. This can help transform negative attitudes to 

apparently ‘left’ or ‘abandoned’ spaces and transform preconceived 

negative associations with rewilding among certain audiences. In some 

circumstances the term “rewilding” should be downplayed to facilitate 

balanced debate. 

 
5 Rewilding Europe “Rewilding Principles”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at URL: 

https://rewildingeurope.com/rewilding-principles/ 
6 Citizen Zoo, “What is Urban Rewilding?”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at URL: 

https://www.citizenzoo.org/CZ/urbanrewilding/ 
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5. Experience-led: urban rewilding is conducted with and for people to 

enhance their experiences of nature, complementing wider aims of urban 

planners and architects to enhance experiences of urban environments for 

residents and visitors.  

6. Urban rewilding is never ‘zero’ management. Deliberate passive rewilding 

in an urban context is highly unusual. At the other end of the spectrum, 

urban rewilding may occasionally overlap with ‘gardening’. 

7. Urban rewilding should improve accessibility to nature. If not for everyone, 

everywhere, then it must be explained how impacts on excluded groups 

will be offset. 

8. More proactive engagement effort is required in certain urban areas 

where community expectations for inclusion, or interest in urban/nature 

planning are lower. This includes when a space is redesigned and people 

must be actively ‘invited in’ to avoid perceptions that the space is no longer 

for people. 

9. Nature-based solutions can form part of urban rewilding practices. With 

effective monitoring, urban rewilding can be shown to provide natural 

solutions to urban environmental and social problems such as flooding, 

improving health and wellbeing, and improving air and water quality. 

10. Urban rewilding should raise awareness among urban residents that 

nature lives ‘on their doorstep’, not simply ‘out there’ in the countryside. 

 

Urban Rewilding Distinctiveness 

 

Unique aspects of urban rewilding, supporting reduced intervention, show 

through in its principles. None are unique applied on their own, but the 

application of a combination of urban rewilding principles, many of which pre-

date “urban rewilding”, has the potential to break new ground in urban nature 

conservation. Whilst there is considerable overlap between principles 5 to 10 and 

other nature conservation in an urban setting, principles 1 to 4 are more specific 

to urban rewilding. In the Fig 2, larger bubbles are assigned to principles 1 to 4 to 

show they are more unique. Distribution is purely stylistic. 
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Figure 2 Uniqueness from other conservation approaches (larger bubbles) 

 

 

 

Key Policy Areas 

 

With several principles in alignment, urban rewilding represents a set of solutions 

which could help stakeholders achieve long-term strategic aims within five 

current key areas of policy. Each policy area is summarised with the potential 

relevance of urban rewilding solutions highlighted in orange. Specific urban 

rewilding principles which may support policies are shown below each orange 

box. 
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Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRSs)7 will focus on reversing the 

decline of biodiversity. They will also seek to address wider environmental 

issues such as climate change mitigation/adaptation and water quality. 

There will be approximately fifty LNRS areas across England, including urban 

areas. In collaboration with local partners, including the public, the responsible 

authority in each area will agree priorities and map specific proposals to address 

them. Delivery partners will be incentivised to undertake proposals by a 

combination of funding and statutory duties such as the biodiversity duty on 

public authorities under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 

20068. A designated local authority will have a duty to lead and facilitate nature 

recovery. LNRS projects will be varied, and funding will come from diverse 

sources, including Nature for Climate, Environmental Land Management, lottery 

and private funding. 

 

 

Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG)9 is also mandated through the Environment 

Act 2021, strengthening the existing biodiversity protections in the 

National Planning Policy Framework. Planning authorities and developers 

must ensure at least a 10% biodiversity uplift, with enhancements secured for 30 

years. The policy includes a preference for on-site net gain (off-site is possible 

and may include purchase of credits from “habitat banks”). BNG is measured in a 

 
7 Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs (Defra), “Local Nature Recovery Strategies: how to prepare 

and what to include”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/bdhesfp8 
8 Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006: 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/16/contents 
9 Local Government Association (Planning Advisory Service), “Biodiversity Net Gain for local authorities”, Accessed 

14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/kkhjjzf2 

1 

2 

Urban rewilding, although relatively new, has a proven record of driving 

ecological recovery and improvement in biodiversity outcomes. Where local 

authorities are tasked with leading on nature recovery, funding issues may be 

particularly acute. Urban rewilding may help reduce costs by “letting nature 

take the lead” reducing management, and potentially operating at small scales. 

The policy area is supported through rewilding principles 1, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9. 
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standardised way according to distinctiveness, condition and extent of baseline 

relative to new habitats. 

 

 

National Park City (NPC) currently applies to London but is of national 

importance due to the city’s bellwether status. Launched in 2019 with the 

signing of the London National Park City Charter by the Mayor of London, 

as an NPC London is defined as “a place, a vision and a city-wide community that 

is acting together to make life better for people, wildlife and nature”10. As part of 

this the Mayor of London has expressed public support for urban rewilding 

launching the Rewilding London Taskforce. The NPC network includes advocates 

for rewilding such as Rewild my Street, design winners in the NPCs ‘Imagine 

London’ competition. London NPC coordinates volunteer rangers to spearhead 

projects to “tackle the climate & ecological crises, scale greening initiatives and 

conservation activities, run education and youth programmes, improve access to 

 
10 National Park City Foundation, Universal Charter for National Park Cities, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at URL: 

https://charter.nationalparkcity.org/ 

3 

With strong likelihood of increases in biodiversity and habitat recovery, urban 

rewilding may offer a solution for developers/planners, particularly with 

community engagement aspects positively affecting public image. However, the 

standardisation of biodiversity value and need for precise accounting may make 

other conservation approaches more attractive, with more predictable habitat 

outcomes. The policy area is supported through rewilding principles 2, 6 and 10.  
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green and blue space and inspire Londoners to eat better [and] get outside to 

exercise”11.  

 

 

Net Zero by 205012 was announced in 2019 and includes natural resources 

strategy to reduce emissions from land and sequester carbon, alongside 

other policy areas such as heat and buildings. The Ten Point Plan for a 

Green Industrial Revolution13 was announced in 2020 reaffirming the 

government’s commitment to Net Zero and specifying the need for investment 

in cycling and walking as well as nature protection. The Net Zero natural 

resources strategy and Ten Point Plan both call for the planting of 30,000 trees 

per year and the creation of thousands of new green jobs, with the £640 million 

Nature for Climate Fund a key funding source. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 London National Park City, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at URL: https://www.nationalparkcity.london/our-rangers 
12 HM Government, “Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: 

https://tinyurl.com/5fd73fsz 
13 Prime Minister’s Office, “PM outlines his Ten Point Plan for a Green Industrial Revolution for 250,000 jobs”, 

Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/wbtebs33 

4 

Urban rewilding principles capture a vision for full equality between people-

centred and ecological aims, similar to the NPC initiative. Urban rewilding has 

already featured in the NPC initiative. Of particular value to NPC is the potential 

for urban rewilding to improve accessibility to nature, raise awareness that 

nature ‘happens on residents’ doorsteps’. Experience-led programmes have 

topped NPC achievements to date, in line with a core urban rewilding principle. 

The policy area is supported through rewilding principles 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9 and 

10. 
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The Nature Recovery Network (NRN) is linked with the government’s 25 

Year Environment Plan14 and aims to combat declining biodiversity and 

support climate change measures by expanding, connecting and 

improving sites for wildlife. NRN depends heavily on mapping and proposals from 

Local Nature Recovery Strategies and applies expressly to towns and cities as well 

as rural areas. The NRN will also “create or restore 500,000 hectares of additional 

wildlife-rich habitat outside of protected sites” by 204215, also providing nature-

based solutions to protect against flooding and poor water quality, and provide 

recreation opportunities. 

 
14 Defra, “25 Year Environment Plan”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at URL: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan 
15 Defra, “Nature Recovery Network”, Accessed 14th Aug 2022 at TinyURL: https://tinyurl.com/3d7bxfsu 

5 

Urban rewilding, although not necessarily a ‘climate first’ approach or tree-

focussed, increases trees and vegetation in urban areas, potentially 

sequestering small amounts of carbon but more impactfully reducing 

temperature extremes at street level, mitigating the urban heat island effect, 

and setting a highly visible example to the public. More afforestation jobs may 

come from community engagement and increased management in urban areas 

compared to rural programmes. Although sometimes difficult to measure and 

land is limited relative to rural areas, urban rewilding can support nature-based 

solutions to climate change. The policy area is supported through rewilding 

principles 4 and 9. 

Urban rewilding is highly scalable relative to other urban conservation 

approaches, offering solutions for larger areas between 5 and 20ha such as 

parks and former industrial sites contributing to the NRN. Whereas 

management of existing protected sites is often highly constrained, for instance 

due to existing community attachments to historic habitat types or presence of 

protected species, new sites for the additional 500,000ha will offer scope for 

less prescriptive urban rewilding. For the same reasons, urban rewilding may 

provide enhanced ecosystem services outside of protected areas. The policy 

area is supported through rewilding principles 1, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9. 
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Recommendations: 

 

Urban Rewilding offers opportunities in some urban contexts for central 

government, local authorities and civil society organisations, both grassroots and 

larger delivery partners, to enhance nature and the urban environment for 

people. By employing an urban rewilding approach, partners can simultaneously 

comply with duties where applicable and show leadership on nature recovery. 

However, urban rewilding success is at risk from greenwashing and therefore 

demands a shift from current trends of utilising urban rewilding to re-brand and 

justify ‘business as usual’ development. Principles aligned with reduced 

intervention must be deployed more confidently through urban rewilding. 

Providing the policy framework for this to happen is not about ‘reinventing the 

wheel’ but about recognising the beneficial work of urban rewilding projects so 

far, sharing best practice and lessons learned. 

 

Policy should foster wider social change. Led by environmental non-

governmental organisations, local authorities and central government, urban 

citizens should be encouraged to adopt a new mindset regarding urban gardens 

and green space—what is often perceived as untidy or unsightly may in fact be 

better for species, the wider ecosystem, and people. Rewilding has gained 

considerable traction with the public offering an opportunity to influence 

attitudes and simultaneously improve citizens’ connection with nature. 

Momentum should be leveraged to improve conservation awareness and 

education in urban areas by explaining reasons for urban rewilding action and 

particularly reduced intervention. 

 

Policy should promote diversified valuations of nature. Urban nature as a service 

provider suffers from the same issues it is deployed to resolve, such as the urban 

heat island effect and diffuse water pollution. Nature’s potential in a purely 

functional sense may therefore be limited, demanding more wide-ranging 

assessments of its value. 
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Integrating the following into policy at local or national level would help increase 

the effectiveness of urban rewilding solutions: 

 

1) “Letting nature take the lead”. Councils must take a lead in reducing 

cutting, spraying and felling less. In particular, pesticide/herbicide use by 

local authorities in urban areas should be phased out completely. Less 

frequent maintenance is not only acceptable as a cost-saving measure but 

is often preferable to improve biodiversity and assist nature recovery.  

2) “Accepts and builds tolerance for some non-native or invasive species”. 

Extermination or eradication policies in urban areas should be 

discontinued. Legislation requiring control of weeds should be revisited. 

3) “No space is too small to be valuable”. Ecosystem connectivity using small 

spaces must be fully incorporated into urban local nature recovery 

strategies. 

4) “Management of perceptions”. Robust monitoring and evaluation, and its 

effective communication, should be integrated in urban rewilding projects 

if they are to align with policy objectives and win support. 

  

Summary 

 

Urban rewilding offers solutions at multiple scales for nature recovery. In 

particular, urban rewilding solutions may be deployed within Local Nature 

Recovery Strategies, the Nature Recovery Network and National Park Cities, and 

towards Biodiversity Net Gain and Net Zero by 2050. It is distinct from other 

urban conservation approaches in its principles, fostering reduced ecological 

intervention with increased public engagement. Urban rewilding requires a 

reduction in intensity of active management regimes in urban areas and inclusion 

of nature at small scales at a national strategic level. 
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