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Lowland calcareous grassland

National lead organisation(s):
Natural England

County lead organisation(s):
Wildlife Trust

Lowland calcareous grasslands are developed on shallow lime-rich soils generally overlying
limestone rocks, including chalk. In Bedfordshire these are predominantly associated with the
steep scarp slopes of the Chilterns chalk outcrop. The definition of calcareous grasslands
covers a range of plant communities in which lime-loving plants are characteristic. In the
context of this action plan, lowland types are defined as National Vegetation Classification
communities CG1-CG9.

Current status

National status

It is estimated that there are 33,000-41,000 ha of calcareous grassland in the UK, with less
than 1,000 in Wales. The bulk of the resource is found on chalk (23,000-32,000 ha) with the
greatest concentrations in Wiltshire, Dorset and the South Downs (UK Biodiversity Steering
Group 1998).

Chalk grassland cover has declined sharply in extent over the last 50 years. There are no
comprehensive figures, but a sample of chalk sites in England surveyed in 1966 and 1980
showed a 20% loss in that period. In Dorset alone an assessment of chalk grassland found
that there had been a decline of 50% between the mid 1950s and early 1990s.

Chalk grasslands, with rolling hills and coombes, are a typical feature of the landscape in
southern England highly valued by people. These grasslands are often species-rich, supporting
a wide range of plants restricted to lime-rich soils including grasses and herbs such as
common rock-rose, wild thyme and horseshoe vetch. Chalk grasslands are home to
specialised and diverse invertebrate fauna, particularly butterflies such as chalkhill blue, Duke
of Burgundy and green hairstreak.

Scrub is a prominent feature on many sites. Mixed aged and structured scrub can enhance the
wildlife interest of a site by providing food and shelter to a range of birds and invertebrates than
grassland could support alone. In the absence of management scrub can expand to obliterate
grassland areas, which in time can develop into woodland often dominated by ash.
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Local status

Chalk grasslands in Bedfordshire and Luton are found on the steep slopes of the Chiltern Hills.
Traditionally the slopes were used for sheep grazing as many of them were too steep for
arable cultivation. In recent years agricultural improvements and the decline in stock farming in
the area have reduced the quality and quantity of these grasslands.

Approximately 300 ha of CG1-CG9 grassland currently exist in the county. A further 778 ha
are in a condition that could be restored to CG1-CG9 grassland. Scrub encroachment appears
to be a major threat to the condition of Bedfordshire’s calcareous grasslands. Of the 303 ha
currently remaining, 162 ha include moderate to dense scrub cover (BedsLife 2007).

Isolated calcareous grassland sites exist throughout northern Bedfordshire. These
predominantly small fragments are found on calcareous boulder clay. A few sites are old
meadows but most have established on the cuttings and embankments of road and rail
corridors. Some isolated examples remain on the fringes of the Ouse valley where soils are
influenced by underlying limestone.

Current factors affecting calcareous grassland

 Agricultural intensification, with the associated use of fertilisers and pesticides. Re-
seeding and ploughing will damage or destroy calcareous grassland, leading to
fragmentation and isolation of remaining habitat patches and loss of species

 Undergrazing or lack of grazing, leading to scrub invasion and the expansion of tor
grass. Calcareous grasslands are not very attractive to livestock farmers because of
their low productivity, and the breeds of sheep and cattle that are able to live well on
them are slow to mature and not attractive for modern farming systems

 Overgrazing and ground disturbance, for example by rabbits, can physically destroy the
turf and encourage ragwort, making grazing toxic to livestock

 Loss of habitat to housing and industrial development

 Fly tipping, vandalism, dog fouling and other social problems can make site
management difficult and eventually lead to the loss of wildlife interest

 High visitor numbers, which can reduce the breeding success of vulnerable species,
particularly ground-nesting birds, and lead to erosion and trampling of susceptible plants

 Invasion of non-native scrub species such as Cotoneaster sp and Buddleja sp

 Lack of baseline data on the locations and populations of plants and animals

 Current levels of grant aid to finance nature conservation , which are often not
sufficient to do the work needed for both the farmer and nature conservation bodies.

Current action

Site protection
There are 8 SSSI grasslands, and at least 24 County Wildlife Sites on the chalk of the Chiltern
Hills. These range from “traditional” downland in open countryside, as at Sharpenhoe
Clappers, to more fragmented but still extensive sites in urban areas, such as Bradgers Hill.
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Two sites, Barton Hills and Knocking Hoe, are managed as National Nature Reserves and a
number of other SSSI and CWS such as Galley and Warden Hills and Smithcombe Hills are
within nature reserves or country parks. There are at least another 15 CWS where calcareous
grassland is a significant feature of the site.

Management
In Bedfordshire, organisations and groups with an interest in chalk grassland management
work together to agree and share best practise, develop joint projects and share tools,
resources and ideas. These groups include the Wildlife Trust, National Trust, Natural England,
Luton Borough Council and local landowners.

Practical management is carried out by individual landowners, conservation groups, and
community groups, particularly the Luton and Dunstable Conservation Volunteers who work
where the need is greatest.

Advisory services

Advice on managing chalk sites, management for particular species and potential sources of
funding is available from the following organisations:

 Central Bedfordshire Council
 Luton Borough Council
 The Wildlife Trust
 Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG)
 Natural England
 Butterfly Conservation
 Defra
 RSPB
 County Landowners Association (CLA)
 National Farmers Union (NFU)

Action plan objectives and targets

Objectives

Maintain and where possible expand the range of calcareous grassland in Bedfordshire

Maintain and where possible improve the condition of calcareous grassland in Bedfordshire

Targets

A. Maintain the 2008 extent (318 ha) and condition of lowland calcareous grassland in
Bedfordshire and Luton

B. By 2010 bring into a restoration scheme 187 ha of calcareous grassland in
Bedfordshire. Bring a further 303 ha into a restoration scheme by 2020.
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C. Begin by 2010 8.5 ha of calcareous grassland creation in Bedfordshire. Begin creation
of an additional 30 ha by 2020.
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Chalk Grassland Survey 2007

This map is reproduced from Ordnance Survey material
with the permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of the
Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery Office © Crown Copyright.

Fig. 1 Lowland calcareous grassland habitat opportunities in Bedfordshire
and Luton
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Proposed action

Abbreviations

CBC Central Bedfordshire Council NT National Trust
FWAG Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group NE Natural England
LBC Luton Borough Council WT Wildlife Trust

Action Implemented by

Site safeguard and management

1. Bring into a restoration regime by 2010 38 ha of lowland calcareous grassland at Sundon Hills and Sharpenhoe
Clappers. Bring into restoration an additional 40 ha by 2020

CBC, NT, FWAG

2. Bring into a restoration regime by 2020 120 ha of lowland calcareous grassland at Totternhoe, Pegsdon Hills,
Sewell Quarry, Deacon Hill, Dallow Downs and Sundon Hills

WT, NE, LBC, NT

3. By 2020 begin creation of 30 ha of lowland calcareous grassland at Totternhoe WT, NE

4. Bring all SSSI chalk grassland units into favourable or recovering condition by 2015 WT, NE, NT

Advisory

5. Continue as resources allow to offer management and/or grant advice to owners of lowland calcareous
grasslands, focusing where possible on designated sites in unfavourable condition.

WT, FWAG

6. Offer management and/or grant advice to owners of at least 15 lowland calcareous grasslands capable of
restoration

WT

Future research and monitoring

7. Complete by 2020 research into the fitness, demography and range expansion of slow worms transplanted to
Dallow Downs and Totternhoe Knolls

WT

8. Continue – as resources allow – research into the ecology of Duke of Burgundy and other chalk butterflies at
Totternhoe Knolls

WT
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Communication and publicity

9. Begin by 2012 implementation of a community engagement plan for new nature reserve land at Blow’s Down WT

10. Develop and implement by 2012 a community engagement programme for bringing Houghton Regis Marl Lakes
into a positive management regime

WT
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Monitoring the Action Plan

This Biodiversity Action Plan will be monitored and reviewed by the Chalk Grassland Managers
Group, (as representatives of all the organisations/landowners with an interest in chalk habitat)
and used as a guide for co-ordinating work over the next 5 years

Complementary plans

A national action plan exists for lowland calcareous grassland.

Hertfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Cambridgeshire have also written action plans for
calcareous grassland. A biodiversity action plan for the Chilterns AONB is currently in
preparation.

This action plan links to other Bedfordshire and Luton habitat action plans, in particular those
for lowland meadow, lowland heathland and lowland acid grassland.
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