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In the BBC/OU Wild Isles nature series, Sir David Attenborough highlighted that Britain is the most nature-depleted country in the world. The challenge to reverse the declining state of nature requires multidisciplinary action. 
This UKRI-funded doctoral project combines geography, law and ecology to better understand why―during an ecological emergency―English law does not appear to protect ecosystems. 
Contact: Jodie Bettis Jodie.bettis@open.ac.uk 
· Environmental regulation evolves, yet habitats and species continue to be lost and the condition of protected areas deteriorates. Scottish barrister, Polly Higgins (1968-2019), observed that existing law fails to impose ecological responsibility for our natural world. She revived the idea―first mooted in the 1970s―that the destruction of ecosystems or ‘ecocide’ should be a criminal offence. But what does ecocide law look like in a UK context? 

· Before Brexit, certain wild species landscapes and marine areas were protected by law,  for example by the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009. Conservation clauses protected some ecological processes but ‘ecosystems’ were not specifically recognised and therefore not given legal protection. 

· Post Brexit, our legal system continues to omit ecosystems with only the Fisheries Act 2020 setting objectives to minimise the negative impacts that fish and aquaculture have on marine ecosystems. Two Lords’ amendments to the Environment Bill to recognise all ecosystems and criminalise their destruction were rejected. Baroness Boycott has since introduced a Private Members Bill on Ecocide (HL Bill 24) founded on Higgins’ text and informed by this research. It defines ‘ecocide’ and qualifies it as a criminal offence.

· A growing number of countries, including France and Belgium, have criminalised ecocide in national law. Common principles can be identified from this expanding collection of ‘ecolegal’ texts which can be used to guide environmental law reform in other jurisdictions. 

· Preliminary findings suggest that UK environmental law could be brought into closer alignment with existing ecocide law by including clauses that explicitly recognise ecosystems, criminalise environmental destruction, or protect nature’s rights to exist, persist, maintain natural cycles, and regenerate. Moving towards an ecological legal system, rather than legislating to protect only specific elements of nature, could help improve the state of nature locally and globally.

MPs and Peers who have spoken in Parliament on ecocide are invited to participate in this research. If you would like to take part, please contact principal investigator, Jodie Bettis at jodie.bettis@open.ac.uk. For more information visit: ecocidelawstudent.wordpress.com.

Open Societal Challenges: The OU’s Open Societal Challenges Programme aims to tackle some of the most important societal challenges of our time through excellent impact-driven research by OU academics to transform lives and drive societal change. Read more: societal-challenges.open.ac.uk 
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Criminalising Ecocide: Protecting Ecosystems in
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