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Natural Economy Northwest

Green infrastructure is crucial to the sustainable 
development of the Northwest. High quality green 
infrastructure will help improve the Northwest as a 
place to live, to work in and support adaptation to 
challenges such as climate change and population 
trends.

Green infrastructure contributes to economic 
security and provides essential ecosystem services 
that underpin the region’s economy.
 
This prospectus sets out one big idea – that green 
infrastructure should be treated as a critical 
infrastructure like roads or waste disposal – 
interpreted through five actions that can be applied 
at the regional level to four strategic priorities. 

Green Infrastructure Prospectus
A Prospectus for Green Infrastructure - underpinning the sustainable 
development of Northwest England.

What is green infrastructure?

Green infrastructure is the Northwest’s life support 
system – the network of natural environmental 
components and green and blue spaces that lies within 
and between the region’s cities, towns and villages. It 
regulates the quality of our air, water and soil, provides 
raw materials for our economy, sets the scene for 
investment and underpins the wellbeing of all who live 
and work in the region.
 
The Northwest’s regional spatial and economic strategies 
support green infrastructure through a range of policies1. 
Its importance in terms of planning and implementing 
government policies has been recognised by national 
agencies and government departments2.

The context

Nobody today questions the need to plan critical 
infrastructures such as energy and communications. 
Previous generations understood that better sewage 
systems or transport networks, for example, would 
not just benefit health and quality of life but also the 
economy. 

We need to start thinking in the same way about green 
infrastructure. Like water, waste disposal, flood and 
coastal defences, green infrastructure and the natural 
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processes that deliver ecosystem services are essential to 
a sustainable future3.

Our approach to green infrastructure must ensure it 
continues to provide multiple benefits, contributing to 
economic stability, sustainable growth and quality of life 
and place. This will stimulate a virtuous circle in which 
the natural environment too is a winner. The better the 
environmental quality, the greater the benefits.

The Northwest has many natural assets, including some 
of the finest landscapes and biodiversity in Europe. 
However, it also has areas of very low environmental 
quality, including derelict land, and rivers with poor 
quality water. And despite significant investment, it lags 
behind the rest of the UK in terms of economic growth4. 
In common with the rest of Europe it also faces three 
long term challenges: climate change, demographic 
shifts and energy security. 

The Northwest’s regional strategy seeks to identify 
and build a ‘distinctive competitive offer’ as a basis 

for sustainable economic growth. High quality green 
infrastructure is an essential part of this ‘competitive 
offer’.

The Northwest approach to understanding green 
infrastructure provides a comprehensive process and 
framework for relating the planning, creation and 
management of natural environments to social and 
economic benefits. It offers a way of combining the 
economy, sustainable communities, and ecosystem 
services agendas. It can also use the outputs and 
aspirations from other environmental, social and 
economic frameworks – such as the housing and 
regeneration strategies, NW Landscape Framework5, 
and the delivery of biodiversity targets - to bring sectors 
together to develop aligned action-plans, making best 
use of limited resources.

The financial crisis has raised important questions 
about how we should grow our economy in the future. 
A proactive and planned approach will ensure that the 
region’s natural assets work as hard for the sustainable 

Salford Quays, Salford. Good planning ensures space to deliver a wide range of the benefits of green infrastructure alongside space for 
business. Picture by Martin Moss.



recovery of the Northwest as its other assets do, while 
delivering net gain in their quality and functionality.

The green infrastructure approach ensures that the 
natural environment and its natural processes can 
make the best possible contribution to help achieve the 
region’s aspirations for sustainable economic growth, 
environmental quality, and quality of life.
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Sefton Park, Liverpool. Green spaces improve town and city life, 
lowering temperatures, filtering out pollutants and raising the 
activity levels of local people. Picture by McCoy & Wynne.

Why green infrastructure matters – 
key facts
 
• A study by the Environment Agency6 shows that 

more than £32bn will be required to maintain, 
operate and develop environmental infrastructure 
across the Northwest over the next 20 years. 
The infrastructure will be used to prevent floods, 
as well as manage waste and sewage. A green 
infrastructure approach could not only reduce 
this bill but also make the money work harder by 
making interventions more effective.

• Around 20 per cent of our areas for strategic 
investment have challenges (sometimes described 
as ‘investment pinches’) that could inhibit 
development7. Examples include Salford, where 
an extensive housing programme coincides with 
a growing flood risk. Green infrastructure could be 
key to resolving these issues.

• Green spaces improve town and city life, lowering 
temperatures, filtering out pollutants and raising 
the activity levels of local people. Increasing 
the exercise levels of just 1 per cent of the UK’s 
population would deliver nearly £1.5bn in 
healthcare savings.8 

• Upland and lowland management to restore 
floodplains and improve water quality has 
demonstrated benefit-cost ratios of up to 4:1.9

• Research commissioned by Natural Economy 
Northwest shows that green infrastructure 
produces 11 identifiable economic benefits, 
including a thriving tourist industry, a more 
productive workforce, and quality of place10.
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The track record in the Northwest

The Northwest has developed approaches to partnership 
working and planning for green infrastructure that 
are increasingly viewed as national good practice. For 
example, the Northwest Green Infrastructure Guide 
200811 won an award from the Royal Town Planning 
Institute, while Green Infrastructure for the Liverpool 
and Manchester City-Regions12 won an award from the 
Landscape Institute. Publications from Natural England, 
Defra and CABE also quote the best practice in the 
Northwest. The region has led the field in developing 

better understanding of the economic benefits of green 
infrastructure through the Natural Economy Northwest 
programme13.

While a great deal of progress has been made at the 
policy, strategic and project delivery levels, there is still 
much to do. It is essential to continue the momentum 
of engagement between the environmental, planning 
and economic sectors in order to make the most of 
investment and achieve sustainable economic growth.
 

Key green infrastructure issues for the next five years
 
 1. Five actions, four places
 
We have prioritised five essential green infrastructure 
regional actions for the Northwest.

These actions have been identified from assessments of 
key regional strategies and policies. Actions not on this 
list may be of similar importance, but better undertaken 
at a sub-regional or local level.
 
The five actions 
 
• Sustainable economic recovery and competitiveness
• Supporting the development of sustainable, healthy 

communities and improving health and wellbeing
• Building greater resilience to climate change
• Support for the land economy to develop greater food 

and fuel security
• Repairing, protecting and managing landscape, 

biodiversity and ecosystem services where the 
natural environment is vital to sustainable economic 
development and tourism.

 
We recognise we have to focus on priority areas for 
intervention, and have identified four types of area that 
should be addressed first.
 
Two areas are driven by opportunity:
 
• Areas that will experience major change by virtue of 

their economic priority and/or housing growth. Green 
infrastructure will need to be integrated into these 
areas to support their sustainable development.

• Areas where enhancement could lead to improved 
economic performance and quality of life gains. Green 
infrastructure can help give a boost to places that 
have scope to play a bigger role in the region’s future.

 

Two areas are driven by need (see ‘pinch point’ and 
environment index maps):
 
• Areas where green infrastructure can support 

regeneration, development and action on climate 
change by helping to overcome ‘pinch points’ for 
sustainable growth.

• Areas of known environmental deficit. These areas 
frequently experience the combined impacts 
of deprivation, health inequalities and poor 
environmental quality, all of which are a drag on the 
economy.

To support the implementation of these priorities, 
two additional proposals, outlined below, should be 
considered.

 2. Supporting and promoting the green 
infrastructure knowledge base

The next regional strategy – RS2010 – has the potential 
to be the springboard for promoting green infrastructure 
across the region. The strategy should advocate the 
continued development and promotion of the necessary 
leadership, coordinating and specialist support services 
currently focused in the Northwest Green Infrastructure 
Unit (GIU) and the expertise associated with the unit.14

RS2010 should aim to ensure green infrastructure is 
planned, managed and developed on a par with other 
critical infrastructures. Such planning and investment 
should be integrated at every level in the Northwest 
(regional, sub-regional and local) and be compatible 
across administrative boundaries. The GIU should be 
empowered to promote, co-ordinate and support 
activity, and should also monitor a range of indicators to 
demonstrate the effectiveness of this approach.
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3. Put green infrastructure at the heart of 
decision making

Strategies at every level should put green infrastructure 
assets and their natural services at the core of 
sustainable development and regeneration activity. To 
explain the rationale for this, they should draw on the 
evidence base of economic benefits compiled through 
the Natural Economy Northwest programme. 

To complement this, planners and practitioners should 
continue to develop and use the Sustainability Checklist 
for Developments , into which green infrastructure 
should be firmly embedded. A programme of training 
and support should be developed to equip public 
agencies and their staff to plan, maintain and develop 
green infrastructure. Green infrastructure needs to be 
integrated into business advice to enable businesses 
to be part of the solution and to benefit wherever 
possible16.

Holcolmbe Moor, above Ramsbottom. Space for recreation, healthy lifestyles and biodiversity. Picture by Martin Moss.



Natural Value. Natural Economy.

M56

M6
2

M53

M57

M58

M
61

M60

M
66

M65

M
6

Manchester

Chester

Liverpool

Blackpool

Lancaster

Barrow-in-Furness

Carlisle

Reproduction from the Ordnance Survey
mapping with permission of Her Majesty's

Stationery Office © Crown Copyright.
Unauthorised reproduction infringes the

Crown Copyright and may lead to
prosecution or civil proceedings.

TMF Licence No. 100031461 (2009)

Number of pinches
1
2
3
4
5
6

Preston

There are many ‘pinch points’ in the Northwest, where green infrastructure can reduce risks and other impediments to development such 
as noise, poor air quality, flooding, soil erosion and the loss of carbon storage. The map shows the concentration of pinch points in relation 
to motorways and major towns.
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Community woodland enhanced property values by £15 million

In the late 1980s, Bold Colliery was a run-down former mining community on the edge of St. Helens. The final coal 
was mined at this Merseyside-based colliery in 1985. Six years later, the adjoining Bold Power Station followed suit 
and closed its doors, leaving 840 people out of work and 130 hectares of industrial land redundant. The former 
colliery left a scar on the landscape. Few wanted to live in such a depressed area, while plummeting property prices 
anchored existing homeowners to this crumbling community. 

Fast forward to 2006. Bold Moss is an altogether happier place. A thriving woodland creeps across the formerly 
industrialised land, over 500 new homes have been built and the price of housing hereis outstripping national 
price hikes.  

So what happened in those intervening years? In 1986, Groundwork St. Helens and The Mersey Forest set about 
creating one of the first community woodland schemes in the Northwest. The south of the former colliery site was 
planted with a mixture of structured and naturalistic woodland while, in 1990, 566 new houses were built close by, 
ensuring a clever integration of soft landscaping and new housing. 

The effect was startling. A District Valuer’s report on property values here revealed that the community woodland 
‘directly and uniquely’ enhanced existing property values in the surrounding area by a staggering £15m. It also 
revealed that, as a result of the scheme, new development to the value of £75m has been realised – so, altogether, 
the community woodland is worth £90 million to this St. Helens community. 

The District Valuer’s analysis of house prices was rigorous. It first selected five locations with typical properties – 
ranging from two-bed terraces to larger semi-detached homes – and analysed data on individual property sales 
from 1985-2004. It then evaluated other possible influences in price rises before adjusting the data to take such 
influences into account. 

To put the £15m and £75m figures into context, whilst nationally there has been consistent growth in the 
residential market, houses prices in St. Helens have been much lower. Despite this, house prices in the areas 
closest to Bold Colliery have outperformed not only local but national trends.

Source: District Valuer’s Report for the Forestry Commission on Bold Colliery Power Station Site, February 2004
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Find out more

Natural Economy Northwest 
www.naturaleconomynorthwest.co.uk

Green Infrastructure Northwest
www.ginw.co.uk 

For more information contact 

Peter Wilmers at the NW Green Infrastructure Unit
Email: peter.wilmers@merseyforest.org.uk

Overarching 
policy

Green infrastructure will be established as a comprehensive framework contributing 
to the sustainable economic development of the region by supporting : 

Sustainable 
economic 
recovery and 
competitiveness.

The Northwest 
has a global 
reputation for 
GI design and 
planning that 
supports an 
excellent quality 
of life and attracts 
investment. 

Programmes that 
support economic 
recovery for the 
three city regions, 
five sub-regions, 
the Mersey Belt 
and Energy Coast/
Morecambe Bay 
all feature high 
quality GI. Key 
routes assessed 
for opportunities 
to enhance image 
and implement GI 
programmes. 

Supporting the 
development 
of sustainable, 
healthy 
communities. 

The Northwest 
has prosperous 
and healthy 
communities 
where people 
value the role 
of quality GI in 
underpinning 
society.  

Programmes of 
GI interventions 
developed to 
support housing 
growth and 
regeneration in 
agreed priority 
areas, as well as 
making best use 
of quality GI for 
improving health 
and wellbeing. GI 
is key mechanism 
for sustainable 
development and 
job creation. 

Building greater 
resilience to 
climate change.

GI is our main 
urban air 
conditioning 
system and plays 
a key role in 
water and flood 
management 
strategies.

Programme of 
interventions in 
priority vulnerable 
communities. 
New investment 
considers impact of 
‘urban heat islands’. 
Land management 
and sustainable 
urban drainage 
reduces flood risks.

Support for the 
land economy to 
develop greater 
food and fuel 
security.

The Northwest 
has a vibrant, high 
tech, sustainable 
farming and 
forestry
sector that 
supports fuel and 
food security and 
the rural economy.

Coordinated land 
use and economic 
development 
planning promotes 
rural areas and 
rural/urban 
interdependencies. 
Improved 
coordination of 
public investment 
in rural areas.

Repairing, 
protecting 
and managing 
landscape, 
biodiversity and 
ecosystem services.

GI is recognised 
as a critical 
infrastructure 
and planned 
strategically. 
High quality, rich 
rural and urban 
landscapes provide 
functioning 
ecosystem services.

Coordinated 
programmes of 
delivery that focus 
on GI function, 
landscape and 
ecosystem 
services in the 
areas identified 
as a priority 
through RS2010 
and regional 
biodiversity action 
plan.

How improved green infrastructure will support the Northwest’s economy

The five 
prioritised 
essential 
regional actions:

Long term 
vision:

Five year 
implementation 
priorities:

Natural Economy Northwest




