Funding the Nature and Climate Emergency: reversing a decade of austerity
for the environment
Seven months ago, Scotland’s First Minister announced a climate emergency and the need for
‘transformative change’ if we are to limit global temperature rise to 1.5oC and halt the loss of nature.
This announcement came in the wake of two in-depth scientific reports from the United Nations
highlighting the worsening twin global climate and nature crises. The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change’s October 2018 report estimated that the world has roughly 10 years to bring down
carbon emissions and prevent damaging climate impacts. The Intergovernmental Science Policy Panel
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) report, published in May 2019, outlined the ongoing
and worsening declines in biodiversity across the globe. More recently the State of Nature Scotland
2019 report,1 published in October 2019, found that Scotland is mirroring these global trends, with no
overall let up in the loss of biodiversity. This is the context in which we need an immediate response
to limit greenhouse gas emissions and halt and reverse declines in nature.
Transformative change requires commitment from
governments at all levels to act to reverse declines in nature,
underpinned by targeted and sufficient funding. However,
the Scottish Government has been in receipt of falling
funding from the UK Government as a result of austerity
measures and local authorities providing public services are
under pressure from tightening budgets. Environmental
NGOs and others have noted declines in funding for the
environment agencies across the four countries.2
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It is important to note that a proposed budget is not
exactly what may end up as an agreed budget. However,
the declines are significant enough to indicate that the
publicly-funded organisations that seek to investigate,
understand, advise and provide evidence on ways of
protecting and enhancing Scotland’s environment are now
provided with significantly less direct funding from central
government than they were at the start of the decade.
Compared to nine years ago, the annual aggregate SNH,
RESAS and SEPA budgets have been cut by almost £100m,
measured in 2019 prices, a staggering 40% reduction in
real terms.3 Now that the urgent need to address the
climate emergency and biodiversity crisis has been widely
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Figures from the Scottish Government’s proposed annual
budgets (see notes below) reflect the steep declines in
funding for Scotland’s public environment agencies and
environmental research over the last decade.
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https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/State-of-Nature-2019-Scotland-Report.pdf
For example, see: https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/biodiversity/posts/the-latest-uk-wild-birdindicators. And: https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/bns/BN243.pdf
3
This was calculated using the GDP deflators, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/gdpdeflators-at-market-prices-and-money-gdp.
2

acknowledged, funding for the environment agencies and environmental research must surely not
only be reinstated, but substantially increased.
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION:
Scottish Government draft budget figures
Year
2010 / 2011

RESAS (£
million)
97

SEPA (£
million)
45

SNH (£
million)
69

2011 / 2012

82

39.4

60.7

2012 / 2013

77.1

38.0

57.8

2013 / 2014

74.2

37.5

55.3

2014 / 2015

73.2

37.5

53.1

2015 / 2016

73.8

39.0

53.1

Note
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archiv
e/20180129235535/http://www.gov.scot/Publica
tions/2009/09/17093831/15 page 106 onwards
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archiv
e/20170107125418/http://www.gov.scot/Publica
tions/2010/11/17091127/23 page 167 onwards
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottishspending-review-2011-draft-budget-2012-13/
page 143 onwards
https://www2.gov.scot/resource/0040/00402310
.pdf page 83 onwards
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archiv
e/20170110175706/http://www.gov.scot/Publica
tions/2013/09/9971/downloads#res-1 page 88
onwards
http://www.parliament.scot/S4_EqualOpportunit
iesCommittee/General%20Documents/SG_draft_
budget.pdf page 90 onwards

2016 / 2017

67.0

36.6

48.4

2017 / 2018

64.3

35.9

46.4

2018 / 2019

65.0

35.4

46.2

2019 / 2020

66.6

34.4

46.5

https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archiv
e/20170702005839/http://www.gov.scot/Publica
tions/2015/12/9056/0 page 99 onwards
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlandsbudget-draft-budget-2017-18/ page 105
onwards
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottishbudget-draft-budget-2018-19/ page 134
onwards
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottishbudget-2019-20/ page 154 onwards
Note: In 2019-20, there is a change to the way
that Scottish Government’s own staffing budgets
are presented, and total “operating costs” are
now included within portfolio budget lines. The
published figures are given in this row.

