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Foreword

We are fortunate in Bedfordshire to have a fantastic range of habitats and species within a
relatively small geographical area. It is a county of marked contrasts, with the chalk habitats
of the North Chilterns, the heathland and acid grassland of the Greensand Ridge and the
woodlands and rolling countryside of the Ouse Valley. The fact that species such as adders,
dormice and otters are all now expanding their ranges to varying degrees is something we
should be proud of and testament to the work of the organisations and individuals involved,
but we should not be complacent. There is much to be done, and these Biodiversity Action
Plans set out the scale of that challenge very clearly. Only by continuing to work in
partnership, putting the case for nature ever more strongly and clearly, can we hope to build
on recent progress, bring the natural environment to the fore of the thinking of key decisionmakers and reverse long-term declines.
Jon Balaam, Chair of Bedfordshire Local Nature Partnership
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Biodiversity Action Plans Overview
The UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) was created in response to a commitment at the
1992 Convention on Biological Diversity. It summarises the status of the most threatened
habitats and species in the UK and then sets out a series of actions to halt their decline and
then reverse it. There are National Action Plans for 1150 species and 65 habitats. The last
meeting of the Convention on Biological Diversity took place in Nagoya, Japan during
October 2010. During the convention the BAP was replaced by the Aichi Targets, which
were signed by 192 governments. These 20 Targets aim to halt the loss in biodiversity
worldwide by 2020. Within the targets there are a range of challenges, from protecting our
best habitats and rarest species, to restoring the services our natural environment provides
and tackling climate change. The UK Post-2010 Biodiversity Framework (July 2012)
describes how the Aichi Targets will be implemented across the UK and is underpinned by a
Biodiversity Strategy for each Country. In England this is Biodiversity 2020: A strategy for
England’s wildlife and ecosystem services (August 2011).
Although the Aichi Targets are the focus from the most recent Convention on Biological
Diversity, the BAP is still a very valuable reference nationally and locally. It has been used to
draw up statutory lists in some of the more recent Acts of Parliament which aim to protect
and enhance biodiversity. In 2006 the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act
(NERC) came into effect. In Section 41 of the Act there is a list of habitats and species
which are “of principal importance for the purpose of conserving biodiversity”. This lists all
the BAP habitats and species which are still regarded as priorities for conservation under the
UK Post-2010 Biodiversity Framework. The list includes 56 habitats and 943 species. It was
included to assist public bodies with the statutory duty placed on them by Section 40 of the
Act. This is often referred to as the ‘Biodiversity Duty’ and states that public bodies have to:
“In exercising their functions, have regard, so far as is consistent with the proper exercise of
those functions, to the purpose of conserving biodiversity.”
The aim of the Act is to embed nature conservation within all the relevant policies and
decisions that public bodies make. Public bodies include a range of organisations from the
Borough and Ward Councils to bodies carrying out functions of a public character under a
statutory power. There is a Guidance Document that accompanies this Act to assist local
authorities to implement the Biodiversity Duty.
Priority species and habitats are also recognised in the National Planning Policy
Framework (NPPF), which came into effect in early 2012. The NPPF replaced most of the
planning guidance which was previously available. It promotes the preservation, restoration
and re-creation of priority habitats and ecological networks as well as the protection and
recovery of priority species (paragraph 117).
Although the BAP is no longer promoted nationally it is written into legislation and policies
which are being currently used. To support this locally, the BAP is still in use to inform and
guide many projects and is kept relevant.
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Lowland calcareous grassland
National lead organisation(s):
Natural England
County lead organisation(s):
Wildlife Trust BCN

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 ha 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
300 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. Reseeding 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.
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Current action
Site protection
There are 10 Site of Special Scientific Interest grasslands (SSSI), and at least 24 County
Wildlife Sites (CWS) 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. 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 Local Nature Reserves or
country parks. There are at least another 15 CWS where calcareous grassland is a
significant feature of the site. In North Bedfordshire there are fragments of lowland
calcareous grassland within CWS and within the Sharnbrook Summit Nature Reserve.
Management
In Bedfordshire, organisations and groups with an interest in chalk grassland management
on the Chilterns 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.
Achievements since initial BAP of 2001
 Only 55% of calcareous grassland SSSI’s were in favourable or recovering condition
in 2001. This has risen to 99% in 2014.
 Houghton Regis Chalk Pit SSSI and CWS is now in a conservation management
regime and at least 40 ha of land at Totternhoe, Dunstable and Whipsnade Zoo has
been brought into creation and restoration.
 23 ha of former arable land/improved grassland has been reverted to species rich
grassland using seeds harvested from nearby calcareous grassland SSSI’s
 24 of the 38 CWS whose main priority habitat is lowland calcareous grassland have
been brought into favourable management.
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 BCN
Natural England
Butterfly Conservation
Defra
Country Land and Business Association (CLA)
National Farmers Union (NFU)
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Action plan objectives and targets
Objectives
Maintain and where possible expand, link and buffer from adverse influences, all lowland
calcareous grassland SSSI’s and CWS in Bedfordshire
Maintain and where possible improve the condition of calcareous grassland sites in
Bedfordshire
Targets
A. Maintain the 2007 extent (c.300 ha) and condition of lowland calcareous grassland in
Bedfordshire and Luton
B. Bring into a restoration schemes at least 50% of the 778 ha judged to have potential
for restoration in the 2007 report, by 2020.
C. By 2020 start the long term process of calcareous grassland creation on at least 30
ha of land deemed capable of expansion of this habitat in the 2007.
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Chalk Grassland Survey 2007
Expansion
Restoration
Achieve Condition
Maintain Extent
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.
Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown copyright and may
lead to prosecution or criminal proceedings. (Licence 100017358) (2007)

Figure 1: Lowland calcareous grassland habitat opportunities in Bedfordshire and Luton
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Proposed action
Partners
Butterfly Conservation
Central Bedfordshire Council
Chilterns Society
Luton Borough Council

National Trust
Natural England
Wildlife Trust BCN
Chilterns AONB

Action
Policy and legislation
No local action identified
Site safeguard and management
1. Bring lowland calcareous grassland CWS outside the North Chilterns into favourable management regimes where ever practical and
where the greatest chance of long term success is evident
2. Bring into a restoration regime/favourable management by 2020 all lowland calcareous grassland SSSI’s and CWS in the North
Chilterns Chalk Living Landscape area
3. By 2020 begin creation of 30 ha of lowland calcareous grassland at Totternhoe and other sites where this creation would serve to
expand, link or buffer existing key sites.
4. Bring all SSSI chalk grassland units into favourable or recovering condition by 2020
5. Stimulate and coordinate volunteer groups to expand capacity to carry out physical site management, research and monitoring
Advisory
6. Continue to offer management and/or grant advice to owners of lowland calcareous grasslands, focusing where possible on designated
sites in unfavourable condition.
7. Ensure advice is coordinated between agencies and between conflicting land uses including other BAP habitats and species
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Future research and monitoring
8. Complete by 2020 research into the fitness, demography and range expansion of slow worms translocated to Dallow Downs and
Totternhoe Knolls.
9. Continue research into the ecology of duke of burgundy and other chalk butterflies and general monitoring of populations of key
species.
10. Monitor botanical development of all major calcareous grassland creation projects to ensure best practice can be developed and is
transferable.
Communication and publicity
11. Seek to stimulate and take advantage of community engagement opportunities as they arise at key sites in order to raise awareness,
inspire support for the conservation of the habitat and reduce antisocial activities which inhibit conservation management.
12. Ensure that the objectives of this BAP are built into other plans and strategies for the fringes of the Luton/Dunstable conurbation to
enable proper consideration of the possibilities for valuing ecosystem services and delivering new or better managed habitat through
biodiversity offsetting, green infrastructure planning and any other mechanism which may evolve.
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Monitoring the Action Plan
This Biodiversity Action Plan will be monitored and reviewed by the Wildlife Working Group
of the Local Nature Partnership and used as a guide for co-ordinating work over the next 10
years.

Complementary plans
The Chilterns AONB management plan.
This action plan links to other Bedfordshire and Luton habitat action plans, in particular those
for lowland meadow and arable plants.
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