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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 meadow
National lead organisation(s):
Natural England
County lead organisation(s):
The Wildlife Trust

A wide-ranging approach is adopted in this plan to lowland grasslands treated as lowland
meadows. They are taken to include most forms of species rich neutral grassland. In terms
of National Vegetation Classification plant communities lowland meadows are primarily MG5
crested dog’s tail/knapweed grasslands, MG4 meadow foxtail/great burnet floodplain
meadow and MG8 crested dog’s tail/kingcup flood-pasture. Similar grasslands are found in
recreational sites, churchyards, roadside verges and a variety of other localities. In such
circumstances the habitat may never have been subject to the agricultural regimes of the
classic habitat and may appear rather atypical, but would never-the-less be described as
species rich neutral grassland.

Scope
The plan concentrates on meadows, pastures and areas of species rich neutral grassland
associated with low-input nutrient regimes, and covers the major forms of neutral grassland
which have a specialist group of scarce and declining plant species. Among flowering plants,
these include cowslip, dyer`s greenweed, green-winged orchid, and pepper saxifrage. It
includes a range of grasslands on lime rich soils above chalk and limestone substrate as well
as meadows that have formed on richer soils overlying the acidic sands of the greensand
ridge. Within floodplains the habitat is closely related to floodplain grazing marsh.

Current status
National status
Unimproved neutral grassland habitat has undergone a remarkable decline in the 20th
century, almost entirely due to changing agricultural practice. It is estimated that by 1984 in
lowland England and Wales, semi-natural grassland had declined by 97% over the previous
50 years to approximately 0.2million ha. Losses have continued during the 1980s and 1990s,
and have been recorded at 2 -10% per annum in some parts of England.
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Local status
The phase 1 habitat survey carried out in Bedfordshire and Luton in 1987/88 revealed just 87
hectares of unimproved neutral grassland and 113 hectares of marsh or marshy grassland.
Grassland containing some elements of lowland meadow vegetation was described as semiimproved neutral grassland during the phase 1 survey. Over 8000 ha of this habitat were
recorded together with a further 8000 ha of agriculturally improved grassland.
Neutral grassland or lowland meadow occurs as an important element in 8 of the 40 Sites of
Special Scientific Interest in the County but is generally regarded as the dominant reason for
SSSI status in 7 of those sites. Many of the remaining species rich areas of lowland meadow
have been identified as County Wildlife Sites with 68 CWS having this habitat as a primary
reason for their status. Almost 50% of the SSSI lowland meadows and 49 of the 68 CWS
(based on SI160 statistics for 2012/13) are in favourable condition.

Current factors affecting lowland meadows









Abandonment of marginal agricultural land
Intensified agricultural production including drainage, fertiliser applications, spraying
of broadleaved herbicides and reseeding
Inappropriate grazing due to timing or livestock type and density, in particular
intensive horse management
Under-grazing
Housing and infrastructure development
Atmospheric nitrogen deposition
Silage production and abolition of traditional hay cuts
Inappropriate management of grasslands on road verges particularly Road Verge
Nature Reserves/County Wildlife Sites.

Current action
Management
 A number of key lowland meadows are already managed by local authorities or
conservation organisations.
 Lowland meadow management was a target area for the old Countryside Stewardship
Scheme and many site owners received extra resources for lowland meadow
management. The Higher Level Scheme also provides money for meadow management.
 The “Cut&Chew” website managed by the Wildlife Trust helps link landowners and
graziers.

Bedfordshire & Luton Biodiversity Action Plan
Lowland Meadow Habitat Action Plan

5

Achievements since publication of first Action Plan
Since the previous BAP revision in 2007, a number of actions have been achieved, these
include:
1. Lowland meadow Restoration Schemes have been included in plans for two mineral
and waste restoration sites - Brogborough and Arlesey landfills.
2. Since 2007 and every subsequent year, the Wildlife Trust has contacted all lowland
meadow County Wildlife Site landowners/managers through the publication of a
newsletter to offer management and/or grant advice and promote the value of their
land.
3. 49 of the 68 CWS whose main priority habitat is lowland meadow have been brought
into favourable management.
4. Two horse pasture management events were organised by the Wildlife Trust in the
south and north of the county to promote best practice management of horse grazed
meadows.
5. The GrazeBeds website was rebranded in 2012 and it is now known as Cut&Chew.
This website provides a comprehensive re-source open to landowners, managers
and animal keepers advising on all aspects of managing, restoring and using
permanent grasslands.
6. The Nude Ewe Project promotes the value of wool from sheep grazing local high
quality grassland sites, including lowland meadows.
7. Amey, Bedford Borough Council and Central Bedfordshire Council have been
working together to implement a highway authority road verge management regime.
8. About 120 lowland meadow landowners/managers have received verbal or written
management and/or grant advice since 2008 exceeding the target of 80 sites.
9. About 75 landowners/managers of sites capable of restoration to lowland meadow
have received management and/or grant advice since 2008 exceeding the target of
40.
10. A digitised map of lowland meadow habitat opportunities was produced in Bedford
Borough in 2008. Another digitised map of lowland meadow habitat opportunities
was produced for south Bedfordshire in 2009/10 through the Wildlife Trust’s
Countdown 2010 ‘Getting to Grips with Grassland’ project funded by Natural
England.
11. The Wildlife Trust was involved in a project called ‘Pastures New’ (Jan 2010 to March
2012) which achieved good condition of five lowland meadow nature reserves in
Bedfordshire through the development of sustainable grazing programmes and the
purchase of equipment to enable more extensive and time-efficient conservation
management. These nature reserves are Arlesey Glebe Meadows NR, Dropshort
Marsh SSSI, Felmersham Gravel Pits SSSI, Flitwick Moor SSSI and Old Warden
Tunnel CWS.
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Action plan objectives and targets
Objectives
Maintain and where possible expand, link and buffer from adverse influences, all lowland
meadow SSSI’s and CWS in Bedfordshire
Maintain and where possible improve the condition of lowland meadows in Bedfordshire and
Luton.

Targets
A. Achieve favourable or recovering condition of 100% of SSSI and favourable or
recovering condition/ favourable management of 80% of CWS lowland meadows by
2020.
B. Restore 80 ha of lowland meadow from semi-improved grassland with at least 50% in
the Chilterns, Flit Valley and north Bedfordshire by 2020.
C. Create 80 ha of lowland meadow from arable or improved grassland with at least 50%
in the Chilterns, Flit Valley and north Bedfordshire by 2020.
D. 75% of the newly created or restored lowland meadow to be adjacent to existing
lowland meadow or other semi-natural habitat.
E. 50% of newly created or restored meadow habitat to contribute to resultant habitat
patches of 2 ha or more of lowland meadow.
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Figure 1: Distribution of lowland meadows in Bedfordshire

Proposed action
Partners
Central Bedfordshire Council
Bedford Borough Council
Natural England

BCN Wildlife Trust
Luton Borough Council

The Greensand Trust
Bedfordshire Rural Communities Charity

Action
Policy and legislation
No local action identified
Site safeguard and management
1. Secure lowland meadow creation within mineral and waste restoration schemes and large development proposals
2. Update and implement a highway authority road verge management regime which will achieve favourable or recovering condition of
road verge CWS and nature reserves.
3. Bring lowland meadow SSSI and CWS into favourable management regimes where ever practical and where the greatest chance of
long term success is evident
Advisory
4. Contact all owners of lowland meadow County Wildlife Sites to offer management and/or grant advice and promote the value of their
land
5. Promote collection and use of techniques to enable local meadow seed to be harvested and used in establishment of new or
enrichment of improved grassland
6. Offer management and/or grant advice by 2020 to owners of at least 40 sites capable of restoration to lowland meadow
7. Conduct occasional workshops for horse owners about best practice management of horse grazed meadows
8. Offer advice on meadow creation to at least 20 owners of land adjacent to existing meadows in Chilterns, Flit Valley and north
Bedfordshire target areas by 2020
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9. Offer management and/or grant advice to churchwardens and others involved in the management of churchyards and cemeteries. BCN
Wildlife Trust and Diocese of St Albans
Future research and monitoring
10. Following establishment of the highway verge regime, reassess the condition of all road verge nature reserves at least once before
2020 and recommend future management regimes
11. Produce a digitised map of lowland meadow habitat creation and restoration opportunities in Bedfordshire and Luton
12. Research the economic/commercial opportunities for species-rich lowland meadow hay, meat, wool, flower seed and other products
Communication and publicity
13. Ensure that all lowland meadows with public access have on-site interpretation about the importance to the habitat of traditional stock
grazing and hay making methods
14. Ensure the continued functioning and development of the “Cut&Chew” website (or similar) linking landowners and graziers and
allowing the sharing of resources in Bedfordshire.
15. Prepare for local and/or trade publications at least one article annually on lowland meadow management and/or grazing issues
16. Promote through
grassland sites

websites, events and publications the value of products arising from the management of local high quality
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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. Individuals or organisations signed up to specific actions will report via the national
Biodiversity Action Reporting System (BARS).

Complementary plans
Buckinghamshire, Cambridgeshire, Hertfordshire and Northamptonshire have also written
action plans for lowland meadow or neutral grassland.
This action plan links to other Bedfordshire and Luton habitat action plans, in particular those
for hedgerows, lowland calcareous grassland, floodplain grazing marsh, farmland birds and
great-crested newt.
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