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The UK biodiversity
indicators
Biodiversity is the variety of life 
on earth. It includes not only the
variety of individual species but also
the genetic diversity within species
and the range of ecosystems that
support them. The UK government
has committed to two important
international targets to protect
biodiversity: 

1. In 2001, European Union Heads
of State or Government agreed
that biodiversity decline should
be halted with the aim of
reaching this objective by 2010.
(For more information, see
http://ec.europa.
eu/environment/nature.)

2. In 2002, Heads of State at the
United Nations World Summit
on Sustainable Development
committed themselves to achieve
by 2010 a significant reduction of
the current rate of biodiversity
loss at the global, regional and
national level as a contribution to
poverty alleviation and to the
benefit of all life on Earth (for
more information see
www.bond.org.uk/wgroups/wssd
/index.htm and www.biodiv.org/
2010-target/default.shtml).

This is the first time that a set of
biodiversity indicators for the UK
has been published. The indicators
show changes in aspects of
biodiversity such as the population
size of important species or the area
of land managed for wildlife. They
will be used as part of the evidence
to assess whether the targets set
out above have been achieved. 

Eighteen UK biodiversity indicators
are described in this report,
although four are currently under
development and are presented
without data. The indicators will be
further developed and updated
periodically as new data are made
available over the next three years
to provide a full set of indicators for
assessing the 2010 targets. The
indicators are grouped under six
focal areas based on those
identified by the Convention on
Biological Diversity and the
European Council:

1 Status and trends in components
of biodiversity

2 Sustainable use

3 Threats to biodiversity

3
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Whilst indicators are useful
mechanisms for summarising
messages, they can never describe
all the changes in the UK’s
biodiversity. They are best seen, as
their name suggests, as indicative 
of the general state of biodiversity.
Whilst they will form the basis of
the UK’s assessment of progress
towards the biodiversity targets,
other factors and sources of
information will also need to be
taken into account.

Assessing indicators
Most indicators have a single
measure which changes over time
(area of land in agri-environment
schemes, for example) but where
data cannot logically be combined
(for example biological and
chemical river quality) the indicator
will have more than one measure.

Not everyone is able to look at a
graph and immediately understand
how a measure has changed over
time, so it is useful to be able to
summarise what the indicators 
tell us.

Traffic lights (see box) are
determined by identifying the
period over which the trend is to be
assessed and comparing the value
of the measure in the base or start
year with the value in the end year.

For the measures within the indicators
on trends in populations of selected
species, statistical analysis techniques
have been developed in collaboration
with the data providers and the
assessment is based on this analysis. A
green or red traffic light is only
applied when we can be confident
that the change is not simply a
product of random fluctuations.

For some of the other indicators, it
will be very clear whether there has
been an improvement or a
deterioration, and hence whether a
green or red traffic light is
warranted. However, where the

4

In order to highlight whether
or not things are moving in
the right or wrong direction,
a set of ‘traffic lights’ is used:

improving

little or no overall change

deteriorating

insufficient or no comparable data
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amounts of change are small it can
be difficult to judge whether they are
sufficient to indicate that there has
been a clear improvement or
deterioration. For these indicators,
the assessment has been made by
comparing the value of the measure
in the base or start year with the
value in the end year against a
standard threshold. A three year
average is used to calculate the base
year, to reduce the likelihood of any
unusual year(s) unduly influencing
the assessment. Where an indicator
value has changed by less than the
threshold of 3 per cent, the traffic
light has been set at amber. The
choice of 3 per cent as the threshold
is arbitrary but has proven to be
helpful in deciding on the most
appropriate traffic light. 

The traffic lights only reflect the
overall change in the measure from
the base to latest year and do not
reflect fluctuations during the
intervening years.

Where data are available, two
assessment periods have been used:

1 Long-term – an assessment of
change since the earliest date for
which data are available, although,
if data do not precede 1996 a
long term assessment is not made.

2 Short-term – an assessment of
change since 2000 (or the closest
date for which data are available)

Overview of trends

The individual assessments for each
measure can be combined to
produce an overall assessment of
change. This provides a summary of
progress towards the 2010 targets
without the need to combine the
indicators themselves.

The pie charts on page 8 display
the numbers of measures that have
shown a significant improvement
(green traffic light), a significant
deterioration (red traffic light), little
or no overall change (amber traffic
light) or that have insufficient data
for an assessment to be made
(white traffic light). Assessments of
change both since 2000 and over
the longer term are shown. 
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The table on pages 6 and 7
summarises traffic light
assessments both since 2000
and over the longer term for
the 18 indicators and their
27 component measures.
The indicators are divided into
six focal areas. For example,
indicator 2 (plant diversity)
comprises three measures
and falls within focal area 1.

ge

arable data
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1 The earliest available 
shown in the table. W

Focal area, indicator title and individual measure(s) Long term Change
(where applicable) change1 since 2000

Focal area 1. Status and trends of the components of biological diversity

1a. Trends in populations
Farmland birds

of selected species Woodland birds

(birds)
Seabirds

1b. Trends in populations Butterflies of the wider countryside
of selected species

Specialist butterflies(butterflies)

Open habitats

2. Plant diversity Woodlands

Boundary habitats

3. UK BAP Priority Species

4. UK BAP Priority Habitats

5. Genetic diversity

6. Protected areas
Extent of protected areas

Condition of species and habitat features

Focal area 2. Sustainable use

7. Sustainable woodland management

8. Area of agri-environment land

9. Sustainable fisheries

1970

1970

1970

1976

1976

1990-98

1990-98

1990-98

1996

1992

1990

Focal area, ind
(where applic

Focal area 3. T

10. Ecological imp
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11. Invasive speci

12. Spring Index

Focal area 4. E

13. Marine Troph

14. Habitat conne

15. River quality
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16. Expenditure o
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Focal area 6. P

18. Conservation 
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