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What is Green Infrastructure?

Green Infrastructure, through a properly functioning biodiversity, provides
space for nature to deliver vital ecological services that underpin our
quality of life. Green Infrastructure can be broadly defined as an intercon-
nected network of green space that conserves natural ecosystem values
and functions and provides associated benefits to human populations.

Biodiversity continues to decline because its value is not reflected in de-
cision making by business and Government. Green Infrastructure seeks
to address this problem by providing a spatial evidence base which high-
lights the value of biodiversity and ecosystem services to the economy
and society.

At a practical level, it provides physical space for natural processes to
take place. This benefits biodiversity and also benefits humans through
ensuring the provision of ecosystem services, such as clean air and fresh
water. Green Infrastructures and its ecosystem goods and services
should be viewed as critical infrastructure for Ireland in the same way as
our transport and energy networks are seen as vital to sustainable devel-
opment.

Green Infrastructure is about connectivity. Each individual green space
should link into a larger network that incorporates other public and pri-
vate green spaces in the area. Physical linkages lie at the heart of green
Infrastructure, but other linkages are also important. Green Infrastructure
should provide multiple social, environmental and economic benefits. For
example, there may be areas where farming, forestry, recreation and
conservation efforts take place in the same space.

Green Infrastructure offers cost-effective opportunities to meet policy

goals. It is cheaper to make investments rather than restoring damaged
ecosystems or implementing man-made solutions. Integration of
the Green Infrastructure approach can be smart and strategic and
offer potential ways of effectively integrating biodiversity into sec-
toral considerations. This is a real challenge for biodiversity policy
and its implementation, and we need to find more effective ways
of doing this to make progress in halting biodiversity loss. Green

= Infrastructure sets out a positive vision for the environment.

Creating Green Infrastructure

Comhar have launched a research report focusing on Green In-
frastructure, entitled ‘Creating Green Infrastructure for Ireland’.
The report sets out a broad definition of Green Infrastructure and
explores and proposes an approach and a set of principles that
should be followed in Green Infrastructure planning.

%/ The Green Infrastructure approach outlined in the report is
achievable and sufficiently flexible to reflect local priorities while
fitting within a national and international framework. Implementing

EU targets on biodiversity (see page 2) will be extremely challenging for Ireland and will require new approaches
and solutions. These will require an integrated and cross-sectoral approach. A focus on planning or nature conser-
vation alone cannot deliver the actions required and will require the embedding of approaches such as Green Infra-

structure in policy and practice.

This leaflet provides background information on a Green Infrastructure approach. It first outlines the benefits for
biodiversity, and then explores how Green Infrastructure can help us adapt to climate change, and provide eco-
nomic, social and health benefits. The final section offers more detail on the Comhar research report.
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The Value of Biodiversity

Biodiversity is the diversity of spe-
cies, habitats and ecosystems on
earth. Biodiversity, ecosystems
and natural resources are what

makes up our natural capital.
Biodiversity and ecosystems pro-
vide a lot of services to people for
free. These include food and
freshwater, control of climate and
disease, soil formation and rec-
reational opportunities. These are
essential to our wellbeing and
survival.

Because biodiversity and ecosys-
tems provide these services for
free, their value is often over-
looked and not taken into account
in economic decisions. An esti-
mate of the value of some eco-
system services was calculated
for Ireland at €2.6 billion per an-
num'. By 2050, loss of biodiver-
sity under a business as usual

Our Impact on Biodiversity

We depend on nature for
many services, such as
protection from flooding,
water purification and polli-
nation of crops

Humans have always impacted
on biodiversity. In recent centu-
ries, however, we have been
using up the earth’s natural re-
sources at an increasingly rapid
rate through increased consump-
tion and economic development.

Ecosystem services we take for

granted, for example the pollina-
tion of crops by bees, may not
function as effectively in the fu-
ture. The main stress factors at
the present time are land conver-
sion, habitat fragmentation and
habitat loss, agricultural change,
invasive species, diseases,
(nutrient) J)ollution and ecosystem
depletion®.

Global land-use changes are re-
sponsible for lost ecosystem ser-
vices worth around 50 billion euro
each year 2. This is destructive to
the habitats themselves, but also
sub-divides the land into smaller
sections, until only patches of

The Role of Green Infrastructure

scenario could cost up to 7% of
global GDP?.

Policy

In 2010, the European Council
committed to a new vision for
biodiversity. This includes a tar-
get to halt the loss of biodiversity
and the degradation of ecosys-
tem services in the EU by 2020,
restore them in so far as possible
and step up the European contri-
bution to averting global biodiver-
sity loss. Ireland as part of the EU
has committed to this target.

The European Commission is
developing a Green Infrastructure
strategy for Europe.

original habitat remain. The
patches are often too small and
too far apart to support the needs
of many species. We need to
make sure that we provide space
for species to survive and move.

These problems have been
caused by humans and will
worsen with man-made climate
change.

Linking Habitats
Protected sites, where
nature is given the high-
est priority have been
designated under the
Natura 2000 network.
However, we need to
look beyond protected
sites and provide space
for biodiversity more
generally.

Green Infrastructure re-
connects habitats which
had been separated by

development creating
physical space for natu-
ral processes to take
place.

Linking fragmented habi-
tats and landscape fea-
tures is more beneficial
than designating isolated
patches and creates new
spaces for wildlife. It
allows the dispersal and
migration of individual
species and whole habi-
tats® .

This could be through
wildlife corridors, step-
ping stones and other
features that are more
permeable and accessi-
ble for wildlife.

Legislation

As Green Infrastructure
emphasises proactive
management and not
just protection of the
environment, it also has
particular potential to

European Directives
(Habitats, Birds, Water
Framework and
Floods). It provides a
path through the in-
creasingly complicated
legislative framework.

Human Benefits
Green Infrastructure
also has many benefits
for people, which are
outlined on the next

page.
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Green Infrastructure and Climate Change

The scientific evidence showing
that the earth’s climate is
changing is well established, as
is the fact that much of this is
due to man-made greenhouse
gas emissions®.

The main impacts include tem-
perature extremes, changing
precipitation rates, sea level
rise, habitat destruction, in-
creased disease transmission,
changes in agricultural produc-
tivity, changes in water avail-
ability, changes in ocean chem-
istry and an increase in the
frequency and intensity of ex-
treme events®.

A well-designed network of

Green Infrastructure alleviates the
impacts of climate change, such
as flooding and the heat-island
effect.

For example, good coastal wet-
lands can improve protection
against rising sea levels and

healthy floodplains and other wet-
land ecosystems can limit the
effects of river flooding. Green
Infrastructure provides effective
eco-system services that are ex-
pensive and difficult to replace
with man-made solutions.

A well-designed network
of Green Infrastructure
alleviates the impacts of
climate change

Economic and Social Benefits of Green Infrastructure

Alongside climate change, we
face the challenge of a global
economic crisis. Developing
the green economy can cre-
ate new jobs, limit the envi-
ronmental impact of towns
and cities, and reduce the
costs of running them. Green
Infrastructure provides a high-
quality environmental setting
attracting new businesses and
which directly serve the tour-
ism, recreation, leisure and
health sectors.

Attractive settings add to the
value of the land and prop-
erty. Urban housing develop-

ments that are adjacent to natural
amenities such as woodland,
parks, waterways and the coast-
line are more attractive to buyers
and this is often reflected in mar-
ket prices®.

Green Infrastructure pro-
vides a high-quality envi-
ronmental setting attracting
new business

Sustainable responses to climate
change and economic difficulties

can also help to solve social prob-
lems, such as fuel poverty and
traffic congestion. Quality green-
spaces have positive benefits for
people living in deprived urban
communities. A study looking at
the effect of nature on those living
in poverty found that poor inner-
city environments generate
chronic mental fatigue through
crowding, noise, together with the
stresses of poverty and single
parenting. The research found
that nature has a rejuvenating
quality in tackling mental fatigue
and improves the ability of indi-
viduaels to manage major life is-
sues’.

Health Benefits of Green Infrastructure

Research shows that
reduced access to the
natural environment can
result in social isolation,
obesity and chronic
stress’.

People in urban areas
exercise more when
there are nearby green
spaces.

Green spaces also act
as a filter to improve air
quality. Vegetation im-

proves air quality
through removing gas
and dust related pollut-
ants®.

Human contact with na-
ture is recognised as
valuable for our mental
health. A Swiss study in
a forest park found that
visitors reported de-
creases in headaches
and in their levels of
stress. The positive ef-
fects increased with the

length of stay and with
the level of physical ac-
tivity undertaken®.

Green Infrastruc-
ture provides
space for exer-
cise and contact
with nature,
which is essential
for good physical
and mental health
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The Comhar Research report
‘Creating Green Infrastructure for
Ireland’ assesses the potential of
the Green Infrastructure ap-
proaches in Ireland and investi-
gates and illustrates potential
planning and implementation
methodologies and tools.

The report sets out how Green
Infrastructure might be identified
and mapped through three case
studies for sample areas covering
different general landscape and
context types. They included an
urban area, a peri-urban area and
a more regional rural area. The
case studies are illustrative only.
Their principal value is to demon-
strate that the approach is flexible
enough to be useful in different
areas with different types of
Green Infrastructure. The areas
covered include an area of north
Dublin city covering approxi-
mately the Dublin 3 postal area;
the Broadmeadow catchment
area in Fingal, north of Dublin city
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