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local nature 
reserves – 
providing high-quality 
natural places and 
green spaces
John Box reviews the provision of Local Nature Reserves in the 
UK – through statutory designation made by local authorities – 
using the same sample of 27 urban local authorities that he 
assessed in 1993

Providing opportunities for people to come into 

contact with nature in their everyday lives is a 

fundamental part of good planning and design. 

Green and blue spaces, parks and wild spaces are 

the places where people who live and work in 

urban areas can have the contact with nature that is 

important for their mental and physical health and 

wellbeing and their quality of life.1-3 Access by the 

public to sites of value for nature has become 

increasingly important in policy and planning since 

the pioneering eff orts in the early 1980s by local 

authorities in the West Midlands and Greater 

London and other major urban areas.4

 ‘Natural spaces in urban places’ was the title of 

the article in this journal that in 1993 promoted the 

concept of a hierarchy of area and distance 

Public enjoyment of nature – snowmen beside the pond at The Beeches LNR
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categories for natural green space in urban areas.5 

The evidence base was established,6 and the set of 

quantitative standards has been used throughout 

the UK:

• an accessible natural green space of at least 

2 hectares in size, no more than 300 metres (a 

5 minute walk) from home;

• at least one accessible 20 hectare site within 

2 kilometres of home;

• one accessible 100 hectare site within 5 kilometres 

of home;

• one accessible 500 hectare site within 10 kilometres 

of home; and

• statutory Local Nature Reserves (LNRs) at a minimum 

level of 1 hectare for every 1,000 population.

 The inclusion of the standard for the provision of 

LNRs in relation to the size of the local population 

is a simple and eff ective measure  to promote the 

designation of high-quality sites that are managed 

for their natural features, habitats and species, for 

environmental education, and for the enjoyment of 

nature by the public and local residents (see the 

photographs). LNRs are a statutory designation 

made under Section 21 of the National Parks and 

Access to the Countryside Act 1949 (as amended) 

by principal councils in the UK on land that they own 

or control. Parish and town councils can also declare 

LNRs but must have the necessary powers delegated 

to them by a principal council. There are LNRs in 

England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales (see 

Box 1 on the next page).

 LNRs are best seen as nodes in multi-functional 

green networks – placing them in a landscape context, 

valuing them as part of the local environmental 

resources, and drawing attention to their excellence 

as sites of nature conservation value.7 This local 

designation provides accessible natural sites for the 

Town & Country Planning July/August 2021250

C
liff

 o
rd

 H
a

rp
e

r



public. The primary land use of an LNR must be 

nature conservation, and the demonstration of a 

positive land use for LNRs has important practical 

benefi ts by clearly excluding the potential for other 

land uses, such as built development. Such a land 

use allocation helps to move away from the idea, 

particularly in urban areas, that nature conservation 

occurs only on land which has no other benefi cial use.

Review of LNR provision

 The provision of LNRs was determined for a 

sample of urban local authority areas in 1993 in 

England.5 The provision of LNRs in these same 27 

urban local authority areas was reviewed again in 

2021 (see Table 1 on the next page), almost 30 years 

after the original standards were published. This 

review re-assessed all the available data on LNRs in 

the 27 urban local authority areas, and the data for 

1993 has been updated from the original published 

data. The number and area of LNRs was taken 

from Natural England data, supplemented by more 

accurate local authority data for a few LNRs. The 

resident population of each local authority area 

was taken from the 1991 and 2011 Censuses.

 Two of the 27 urban local authority areas had 

achieved the standard of 1 hectare of LNR for every 

1,000 population in the 1993 baseline assessment.5 

This had increased to seven in the 2021 review 

(Canterbury, Gloucester, Norwich, Plymouth, 

Stoke-on-Trent, Telford and Wrekin, and Wakefi eld). 

The presence or absence of LNR champions both 

in the urban local authorities and among local 
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England

1,666 LNRs with a total area of 86,365.3 hectares (as of February 2021). First declaration in August 1952 at 
Gibraltar Point LNR. Biggest is Southend on Sea Foreshore LNR (1083.9 hectares). Smallest is St Denis 
Church LNR (0.02 hectares). First declaration by a parish council/town council was Crown Meadow LNR by 
Stone Town Council in 1995.

Offi  cial advice on LNRs is set out in Local Nature Reserves: Setting up and Management. Natural England/
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Aff airs, Oct. 2014. www.gov.uk/guidance/create-and-manage-
local-nature-reserves. Technical advice used by Natural England is set out in Local Nature Reserves in 
England: A Guide to their Selection and Declaration. NE301. Natural England, 2010, which can be found by 
an online search (for example at www.wolverhampton.gov.uk/sites/default/fi les/pdf/LNRs_in_England_A_guide_
to_their_selection_and_declaration_2010.pdf).

Northern Ireland

35 LNRs with a total area of 1,017.9 hectares (as of February 2021). First declaration in 1991 at Ballyaghagan 
LNR. Biggest is Portmore Lough LNR (280 hectares). Smallest is Cranny Falls LNR (1.3 hectares).

Offi  cial advice on LNRs is set out in Local Nature Reserves in Northern Ireland: A Guide to their Selection 
and Declaration. Northern Ireland Environment Agency, Mar. 2011. www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/local-
nature-reserves-northern-ireland-guide-their-selection-declaration

Scotland

75 LNRs with a total area of 10,808 hectares (as of January 2021). First declaration in July 1952 at Aberlady 
Bay LNR (fi rst LNR in UK). Biggest is Wigtown Bay LNR (2,821.28 hectares). Smallest is Meadows Yard LNR 
(1.41 hectares).

Offi  cial advice on LNRs is set out in Local Nature Reserves in Scotland: A Guide to their Selection and 
Declaration. Scottish Natural Heritage, Jul. 2000. www.nature.scot/local-nature-reserves-scotland-guide-their-
selection-and-declaration

Wales

95 LNRs with a total area of 6,187 hectares (as of January 2021). First declaration in 1970 at Cliff  Wood-
Golden Stairs LNR and at Cleddon Bog LNR. Biggest is Traeth Lafan LNR (2,659 hectares). Smallest is 
Hermit Wood LNR (1.47 hectares).

Offi  cial advice on LNRs is set out in A Place for Nature at Your Doorstep: The Role of Local Nature Reserves. 
Countryside Council for Wales, 2004. Available from the library at Cyfoeth Naturiol Cymru/Natural 
Resources Wales

Box 1
LNRs across the UK
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Urban local 

authority area

Table 1
Provision of LNRs in 27 urban local authority areas in England from 1993 to 2021

Barnet

Birmingham

Camden

Canterbury

Coventry

Derby

Dudley

Gloucester

Haringey

Hereford

Islington

Leeds

Leicester

Liverpool

Newcastle upon 
Tyne
Norwich

Oxford

Peterborough

Plymouth

Portsmouth

Salford

Sandwell

Southampton

Southwark

Stoke-on-Trent

Telford and Wrekin

Wakefi eld

4.9 (1)
283,000
45.1 (5)

934,900
1.0 (1)

170,500
347.6 (5)
127,100
48.0 (3)

292,500

14.3 (2)
214,000

181.2 (3)
300,400
60.6 (3)
91,800

36.2 (3)
187,300

6.1 (2)
49,800
2.5 (1)

155,200
605.0 (5)
674,400

91.0 (2)
270,600
21.0 (1)

448,300
8.0 (1)

263,000
52.5 (5)

120,700
2.2 (2)

109,000
51.4 (2)

148,800
105.0 (6)
238,800

119.0 (1)
174,700

0.0 (0)
230,900
30.3 (2)

282,000
14.0 (1)

194,400
29.9 (1)

196,500
82.0 (1)

244,800
103.0 (2)
139,500

313.0 (7)
306,300

57,755

20,729

170,500

366

6,094

14,965

1,658

1,515

5,174

8,164

62,080

1,115

2,974

21,348

32,875

2,299

49,545

2,895

2,274

1,468

-

9,307

13,886

6,572

2,985

1,354

979

2,343

3,382

122,410

363

1,528

1,304

1,106

768

2,320

3,409

35,539

1,068

2,050

2,988

3,355

946

23,016

2,234

848

1,713

1,588

1,067

4,977

5,460

984

389

506

152.1 (7)
356,386

317.3 (12)
1,073,045

1.8 (4)
220,338

416.3 (11)
151,145

207.5 (15)
316,960

190.8 (11)
248,752

283.0 (8)
312,925

158.4 (7)
121,688

109.9 (5)
254,926
15.7 (3)
53,516
5.8 (3)

206,125
703.7 (14)

751,485

160.9 (9)
329,839

156.1 (4)
466,415
83.5 (6)

280,177
140.1 (8)
132,512

6.6 (3)
151,906
82.2 (5)

183,631
302.3 (13)

256,384
119.7 (1)
205,056

147.3 (6)
233,933

288.6 (9)
308,063
47.6 (5) 

236,882
52.8 (7)

288,283
253.1 (9)
249,008

428.9 (13)
166,641

643.6 (17)
325,837

Large improvement since 1993. Last LNR 
designation was in 2005
Continuing improvement since 1993. Most recent 
LNR designation was in 2016
Slow improvement from 1993 onwards. Last LNR 
designation was in 2011
Standard achieved before 1993. No LNR 
designation after 2002
Large improvement since 1993. A major 
programme of LNR designations in 2001 but no 
subsequent designations
Large improvement since 1993. No LNR 
designation after 2012
Improvement from 1993 onwards. Most recent LNR 
designation was in 2019. Standard almost achieved
Standard achieved by 2002. No LNR designation 
after 2006
Large improvement since 2006. No LNR 
designation after 2013
No LNR designation after 1995

No LNR designation after 1996

Large LNR area at time of 1993 assessment. Further 
LNR designations, with six in 2015. Standard 
almost achieved
Improvement after 1993. No LNR designation after 
2013
Large improvement after 1993. No LNR designation 
after 2007
Large improvement after 1993. No LNR designation 
after 2005
Standard achieved with LNR designations in 1994. 
No subsequent designations
Some improvement after 1993. No LNR designation 
after 1995
Some improvement after 1993. No LNR designation 
after 2006
Continuing improvement from 1993 onwards. Recent 
LNR designations in 2018. Standard achieved
No change. Only LNR was designated in 1974

Large improvement after 1993. No LNR designation 
since 2014
Large improvement after 1993. Standard in sight. 
No LNR designation after 2000
Improvement from 1993 onwards. Most recent LNR 
designation was in 2017
Improvement from 1993 onwards. Most recent LNR 
designations were in 2017
Large improvement after 1993. Standard achieved. 
No LNR designated after 2006
Continuing improvement from 1993 onwards. 
Standard achieved. Four recent designations
Achieved standard by 1993. Continuing 
improvement. Most recent designation was in 2020

April 1993

(68 LNRs)

Total LNR 
area, hectares
(Number of 

LNRs) 
population

Population 
per hectare 

of LNR

Total LNR 
area, hectares
(Number of 

LNRs) 
population

Population 
per hectare 

of LNR

April 2021

(215 LNRs)

Comments on the provision of LNRs

from 1993 to 2021

(in relation to the standard of 1 hectare 

for every 1,000 of population)
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Haringey, Islington, Sandwell, and Southwark) and 

major urban areas that have substantial rural 

hinterlands (such as Canterbury, Leeds, Peterborough, 

Salford, Telford and Wrekin, and Wakefi eld). Local 

authorities in highly urbanised areas have to 

contend with high land values and pressures for 

built development, and their LNRs tend to be small.

Why do we need more LNRs?

 LNRs set standards for high-quality sites where 

nature can be experienced and enjoyed, whether in 

inner-city areas, in the urban fringe, or in rural areas. 

The quality of a green space is a key factor in terms 

of the ecological and educational benefi ts of LNRs 

and their contribution to the health and wellbeing of 

local communities and the general public.3, 8 
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voluntary groups is undoubtedly a signifi cant 

factor.

 There were 68 LNRs in 1993 in the 27 urban local 

authority areas (2.5 LNRs on average) and 215 LNRs 

by the 2021 review (8.0 LNRs on average). The 

number of LNRs in each local authority area has, on 

average, trebled over the last 30 years. There have 

been increases in the numbers of LNRs in many of 

the urban areas over time, but in a few areas provision 

of LNRs has not increased since the mid-1990s.

 LNR provision ranges from 1 hectare for every 

122,410 of population (Camden) to 1 hectare for every 

363 (Canterbury). Any comparison of the provision of 

LNRs in diff erent urban local authority areas should 

take into account the diff erences between highly 

urbanised areas (for example Birmingham, Camden, 

Counting the 
orchids annually 
at Lodge Field LNR 
demonstrates the 
success of hay 
meadow 
restoration
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positive outcomes, given the demonstrated benefi ts 

for health and wellbeing from ensuring easy access 

to nature for those living and working in urban areas.

 The designation of LNRs should be a key driver in the 

delivery of an enhanced and better-protected natural 

environment across the UK. Standards and targets that 

link people and wildlife can be powerful levers for 

change. Their use to infl uence planners, designers 

and developers should not be underestimated.

• John Box has been involved with LNRs for many years. This 

review was undertaken under the auspices of the UK Urban 

Ecology Forum. The Forum helped to create the standards for 

accessible natural green space in urban areas in the early 

1990s and to give a new rationale and purpose for LNRs in 

the late 1990s. The author is very grateful for all the help from 

experts in the 27 urban local authorities, Cyfoeth Naturiol 

Cymru/Natural Resources Wales, DAERA (Department of 

Agriculture, Environment and Rural Aff airs, Northern Ireland), 

Natural England, and NatureScot. The views expressed are 

personal.
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 LNRs should become cornerstones of the Local 

Nature Recovery Strategies proposed for England in 

the Environment Bill and a direct outcome of the 

highly infl uential Lawton Report, Making Space for 

Nature.9 The report brilliantly summarises what 

needs to be done in four words: ‘more, bigger, better, 

joined’. It argues eloquently that our approach to 

wildlife conservation must move from hanging on to 

what we already have to achieving large-scale 

habitat restoration and recreation, underpinned by 

the re-establishment of ecological processes and 

ecosystem services, for the benefi t of both people 

and wildlife. What is needed are coherent and resilient 

ecological networks where habitats are joined up by 

green and blue corridors extending across landscapes 

to allow species to colonise new areas and to enable 

nature to thrive. The report is written for England, 

but the principles can be applied to wildlife and 

biodiversity in diff erent contexts and geographies.

 Green space provision is usually seen in terms of 

availability standards (a unit area of green space for 

each resident or household). Simple availability 

standards can mask the accessibility of green spaces 

to all local residents, especially at the local scale, 

and these should be combined with accessibility 

standards (defi ned areas of green space within set 

distances from every resident). People experience 

nature where they live and work. The planning, 

provision and maintenance of accessible natural 

green space is critical for maximising the benefi ts to 

the public from regular contact with nature.

 Can we create and restore natural green space in 

crowded urban areas and help to deal with the inter-

linked climate emergency and biodiversity crisis? 

Green roofs, green walls and pocket parks are much 

needed. The public loves nature in our towns and 

cities. Can existing green spaces be made better? 

Can degraded habitats be restored? Can these 

restored habitats be joined up to form corridors for 

wildlife and people along rivers and watercourses, 

ridges and valley bottoms, and green lanes and the 

routes of old railways? 

 Sustainability requires that environmental capital 

is not diminished from one generation to the next. 

We have a responsibility to act now, because the 

next generation will only know what is present in 

their time and will not be able to fully comprehend 

past losses. Green and blue spaces that are rich in 

wildlife and accessible to the public need good 

planning and robust processes for managing and 

maintaining these sites so that their environmental 

quality is ensured for the future.

 Local authorities, public bodies and developers 

should be challenged to incorporate accessible 

green space that is rich in wildlife habitats into new 

developments through strategic planning and through 

the pragmatic application of planning policies set 

out in development plans. Using the planning 

system to address areas in towns and cities that are 

defi cient in wildlife habitats will provide signifi cant 


