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One of the greatest threats to the ecosystems we rely upon is not just a reduction in
biodiversity, but also its homogenisation. A landscape of diverse, yet identical, fields are
vulnerable to pathogen outbreaks or environmental disturbances, and in particular climate
change. Knowing this, the UK research community has explicitly called for conservation to
be focused on not just individual sites but how they are connected on the landscape. Within
this context, rewilding has emerged as a key tool for sustaining complex, biodiverse
landscapes. The UK government’s 25-year environment plan incorporates many of these
ideas, but there are still plans for homogenised landscapes – in particular in afforestation for
carbon sequestration to combat climate change. Policy-makers know that diverse
landscapes are likely ‘better’ by many metrics, but they also know that monocultures of
fast-growing trees have advantages too. We lack the fundamental baseline data on the
structure and function of healthy landscapes to support sound decision-making, despite
having rich data on site-specific biodiversity.

This PhD will address this challenge with three specific objectives:

1. Quantify the variability (the opposite of homogenisation) of healthy, natural landscapes.

2. Model how key biodiversity indicators change as rewilding progresses.

3. Map landscape-scale variability onto nature-based solutions, such as carbon
sequestration.

To achieve this, the PhD student will have access to three unique resources: (A) The
Ecological Fractal Network (https://ecofracnetwork.github.io/), a network of &gt;40
researchers worldwide focused on collecting data on landscape-scale biodiversity variation.
(B) Data from, and access to, the Knepp Estate (https://knepp.co.uk/), perhaps the
conservation success story of recent times in the UK, and the first wilding site within the UK.
(C) Data from, and access to, Nattergal’s sites (https://www.nattergal.co.uk/), the project’s
CASE partners, who focus on natural recovery of sites. This project will offer the student the
unique opportunity to collect field data from iconic and newly-established field systems within
the UK, which they can contextualise with the first generation of dataset from a new, global
biodiversity initiative. This project will address fundamental questions about how to maintain
and improve biodiversity in the face of, and as part of the solution to, climate change.
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