Launch of the South east Regional Biodiversity Forum’s 

‘South East Biodiversity Strategy’.

Good morning. It’s a real pleasure being able to speak to you in person today.  
I thought about  starting today’s speech by sticking with convention and offering a few warm words on the importance of biodiversity to the South East of England. But then said  no what’s the point you all know its importance otherwise you wouldn’t be launching your strategy today.  
Instead I thought I’d  approach things from a different angle.  And start by talking to you about one word – partnership.

In business circles the word partnership is described as a contractual relationship between two or more people carrying on a joint business venture with a view to making a profit. 
In civil law, a partnership is similarly a contract between individuals who agree to carry on an enterprise - contributing to it by combining property, knowledge or activities - and sharing in its profit.

The partnership behind today’s strategy has a wider definition. A definition more profound and selfless than either of the earlier descriptions. This partnership has been formed not just for the profit of the individuals or groups involved. It’s been formed for the profit and benefit of every  community throughout the south east region.   

From the chalk cliffs of the Isle of Wight. Through the rolling hills of the South Downs. And on to the Canterbury the historic cathedral city of Chaucer’s Tales and a world heritage site.  
This partnership brings real - on the ground - substance to our national biodiversity policies. 
But for us to understand its goals and objectives we need to give it some sort of context within a global perspective. 
 Across our planet our diverse natural world delivers many tangible economic benefits, in addition to its intrinsic value.  The production of natural resources in agriculture, forestry and fisheries can only be guaranteed through the protection and sustainable use of biological diversity. 

I think we’re gradually becoming aware of the fundamental importance of biological diversity for the global economy. 
Biological diversity provides the world's population, particularly the poor, with foodstuffs, medicines, building materials, bioenergy and protection against natural disasters. It also plays a crucial role in essential processes such as insect pollination of our food crops.
The biodiversity treasure chest provides the global economy with an invaluable and extensive potential for processes that are still widely untapped. 

But our globalised and steadily growing economy is using up this irreplaceable natural asset at a terrific speed. The rate of loss of species and habitats is proceeding relentlessly. 

Your  biodiversity strategy for the south east is a key piece  in the overall global jigsaw that will I hope  reverse this trend.
A piece that can help feed in to our national objectives. Objectives that include improving  the nation’s health and wellbeing benefits.  I think to casual observers the south east may be regarded as quite a densely populated landscape but in fact it contains a large amount of high quality, biodiverse habitat which I believe must be conserved. 
Conserving and enhancing the south east’s  green infrastructure will help keep it a high quality environment for people to live in, providing immense benefits both to the happiness - and health - of its residents or visitors to the area. I believe the natural environment is vital to our well-being. It is fundamental to our quality of life – even our survival.

Humans are totally dependent on the Earth’s ecosystems and the services they provide. Things like food and clean water. A role in regulating disease and dangerous climate change. They also provide us with aesthetic enjoyment. Impact positively on our physical and mental health. Improve our well-being overall.

Whether we want to talk about ecosystem services, or just the “great outdoors”, there’s little to doubt in terms of the benefits. We need to be encouraging people to make the most of this country’s wonderful outdoor places. Celebrating the role they play in improving the nation’s health. Getting people interested in – and valuing – their natural environment.

Recognising the value of the natural world’s resources simply highlights the fact that they should not just be looked after but that they should be improved for future generations.

From a national perspective we’re making progress. Over 80% of Sites of Special Scientific Interest  by area are in favourable or recovering condition in England compared with just 50% back in 2000.  We now have some six million hectares within agri-environment scheme agreements (that’s 65% of the farmed area of England). Over 45% of Biodiversity Action Plan priority species are increasing or stable and the decline has slowed for a further 9% or so.

Last November, we launched a new framework for the England Biodiversity Strategy intended to deliver a landscape-scale whole ecosystems approach.   

This will help us tackle the decline of many of the species and habitats that are under threat in the country.  An approach that embraces both the physical and biological elements of the natural environment.  Integrating the many disparate strands of work already being undertaken out there.

I believe this approach is the right way forward. It provides all concerned with an overarching vision of where we want to be in the years to come. 

We’re also putting our money where our mouth is. Back in November along with the launch of the new strategy Hilary Benn announced Defra had appointed Natural England to administer a new Fund. A fund to help record biodiversity at a local level. Over the next three years we are providing new money - in excess of one million pounds - to help strengthen the network of local record centres.  This will improve the management and geographical coverage of the biodiversity information available in England.  In turn this will enable us to create an extensive database available to all decision-makers  giving them access online through the National Biodiversity Network Gateway.  

Earlier Defra funding has already helped increased the number of local wildlife records publicly available from 8million in 2004 to more than 30 million now.
I think this approach provides us with an excellent example of how we can move forward together. And I think again highlights the value of partnership. An approach that I believe highlights a key strength of our approach to biodiversity at  national and local levels. 

So I’m very pleased to see south east strategy launched today. It mirrors what we are looking to achieve nationally in fact it gives a regional expression of our national framework.

An important element of our national strategy is to embed consideration of biodiversity into all sectors of policy and decision-making, so that it is fully taken into account along with the economic and social factors as part of sustainable development. This has to include decision-making at local and regional level in order for us to make a real difference in real places.  
Regional and local biodiversity partnerships such as the South East Forum are playing a significant role achieving this, identifying priorities and directing local conservation action.
I wish you all every success. And leave you with this thought. What today’s launch shows us above everything else is that we should be optimistic about our ability to create better world together. Because time and again, we have shown that working together in partnership we can achieve more than we could ever have hoped for.

Thank you

Word count – 1,230

8

