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Environment Act 2021
What is the Environment Act 2021 and what did it aim to achieve?

The Environment act 2021 is a piece of legislation passed by the British government on the 9th of November 2021 that primarily aimed to improve air and water quality, tackle waste and improve biodiversity across the UK. This act has been seen as the UK’s updated, post-Brexit environmental law and outlook; The UK government has championed this piece of legislation as world leading.

The Act consists of 8 parts, 7 of which contain the highlights of the legislation. These 7 parts are: Environmental governance, Environmental governance: Northern Ireland, Waste and resource efficiency, Air quality and environmental recall, Water, Nature and biodiversity and Conservation covenants.

The first 2 parts, Environmental governance and Environmental governance: Northern Ireland are both about the same thing but are split into 2 parts due to the different legal and geographical challenges between the mainland UK and Northern Ireland.  This part is broken up into several chapters that go into detail about how the UK government wants to approach environmental governance going forward. 

The first chapter of part 1 explains the environmental targets being set by this act as well as plans for environmental improvement and monitoring. The act states “The Secretary of State may… set long-term targets… which relates too—the natural environment or people’s enjoyment of the natural environment” which tells us the government is not only concerned with protecting the natural environment but also with protecting people’s enjoyment of the natural world in a way that is sustainable to popular locations. It is also stated that the priority areas that this act is targeting are air quality, water, biodiversity and resource efficiency and waste reduction and that any targets set under this section of the act must specify an objective standard and a date at which that standard is to be achieved. Any target set to be achieved after 15 years or longer is considered a long-term target. According to this act, the government is treating an environmental plan from 2018 as the original environmental act while treating the 2021 act as a continuation of that plan. 

In order to make sure that the environmental act is followed there are to be annual reports on environmental improvement plans and descriptions of what has been done must be included as well as the section of the act in which the report is relevant. This helps ensure that constant progress is being made as well as allowing any changes to the act to be made each year when the reports come in. If not enough progress is being made then adjustments to the approach can be made.

Chapter 2 of part 1 talks about the Office for Environmental protection and the role it plays in protecting the environment. Its main objectives are environmental protection and the improvement of the natural environment. It aims for objectivity and impartiality as well as transparency. The OEP 
Is capable of enforcing punishment on those who fail to comply with its environmental law as well as work with other authorities in order to enforce these punishments. The OEP is essentially the governments legal branch that, as well as enforcing its own laws, is capable of making suggestions to the government about changing already existing laws or creating new laws to tackle new issues that might not have been recognised before. It can be thought of as a group of environmental lawyers who are constantly reading and revising the laws and enforcement tools in order to protect the environment and punish those who break the laws in a fair and transparent way and is capable of punishing public authorities as well as individuals.
Part 3 of the act talks about how the government plans on tackling waste and resource efficiency across the UK. The first section talks about producer responsibility essentially saying that the responsibility for anything produced is on the producer and not the consumer. Disposal costs are especially mentioned stating that regulations in relation to disposal of products and materials are able to be created by relevant authorities. This type of regulation would stop the shift of blame onto the consumer and instead make producers think about disposal of their products before they start selling them or punishing those companies that make products that are often not disposed of properly.
This section also talks about resource efficiency requirements suggesting that regulations on efficiency of resources may be put into place by the relevant authorities potentially making it hard or expensive to use certain materials for certain products as well as regulation around deposit schemes. This could be anything from collecting used batteries that otherwise can’t be disposed of properly to old clothes that may be recycled instead of thrown into landfill.

This section also talks about charges for single use items which are quickly becoming some of the worst litter we have in the UK. For example, this section allows companies that make things like single-use vapes to be essentially taxed for each sale of their disposable vape. This would make it more enticing for companies to create multi use items instead. Finally this section also discusses single use plastic bags which are similar in nature to single use items. From this point forward charging for single use carrier bags is mandatory and so it makes more sense for consumers and manufacturers to make multi-use plastic bags since the customer is paying for one anyway.

The next part of the act is focused on air quality and environmental recall. As well as updating the air quality section of the 1995 environmental act this section also makes it clear that the 2021 act allows for imposing financial penalties for the emission of smoke in smoke controlled areas, offences related to sale and acquisition of solid fuel, applying smoke control orders to vessels and the registration of authorised fuels and fireplaces in Wales. 

This sections also allows the secretary of state to recall any vehicles or products that do not meet these updated regulations essentially removing them from consumer reach. However, these products are all related to motor vehicles such as a part, an engine or part of an engine. On top of this the government must give sufficient notice that this product is being recalled.

The government also recognises water as another key area to be managed and planned around. Part 5 includes water management and drought plans as well as drainage and sewer management plans. 
It plans to do this mainly by in depth analysis of water and sewage in the UK as well as live monitoring across the UK to build a picture of the quality of water as well as the areas where water is most polluted.
On top of that this act acknowledges storm overflows and land drainage. Essentially this section of the act is dedicated to protecting and managing water across different scenarios. Despite how unlikely it may seem it is better for the UK to be prepared for widespread drought or flooding than it is to be unprepared and hope for the best when or if those situations do arise. This act gives the government the ability to plan for and manage these scenarios to ensure they happen a little as possible but that we are protected from them if they do.

Finally, the environment act talks about nature and biodiversity and how to manage and protect it whilst also keeping public access to these spaces as open as possible. The act recognises the importance of planning with biodiversity in mind as even small changes to natural habitats can cause significant changes in biodiversity levels. It also talks about nature recovery strategies at a local level as well as conservation of entire species at a national level. In order to do this strict regulations have been set up on a species by species or location by location basis.

Two other key areas mentioned are habitats and tree felling. By regulating these two areas we can control the rate at which habitats are created or destroyed across the country, cutting down trees can have a massive effect on the habitats around it and a lot of the time the trees themselves are the habitat. Protecting the amount of felling that occurs is one of the quickest ways to ensure habitats aren’t destroyed at too high a rate.

In conclusion, the environment act 2021 aims to achieve its goals by setting legal binding targets for air quality, water quality, biodiversity management and waste reduction. By setting legally binding targets the act sets out to be a clear framework for environmental action as well as holding the government to account for environmental progress. The OEP acts as an independent watchdog that oversees these environmental issues as well as holding individuals and the government accountable for breaching the law and upholding environmental standards. It also gives local authorities more powers to tackle air and water quality such as ‘clean air zones’ in cities as well as protecting and creating new areas that promote biodiversity and protect local species from invasive non-native species.
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