
A healthy environment is vital to our well being. We need clean water for drinking and fertile soil to grow our 
food. We want nice places to walk, look at and explore. And we want future generations to inherit these as 
well.

Monitoring the condition of our habitats lets us see over time where we’re doing well and where we need to 
do better. It shows us how human activities are affecting our environment, and whether we need to treat it a 
little more gently. 

To assess the health of our environment, we use environmental indicators. These are measures of key 
environmental conditions. Indicators show us how our environment changes over time. This summary 
focuses on four types of indicators. These are: water quality, condition of designated nature areas, 
condition of the countryside, and public access to the countryside. In this report we present the results of 
our indicator monitoring for 2006.

So how healthy is our environment? What might the future hold? Read on and find out…

How healthy is our 
environment?
The lay of the land in 2006
Deacons Hill SSSI. Photo by Peter Wakely/English Nature
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Water quality in our rivers and canals
England’s water quality is measured in three ways. 
These are: biological quality, chemical quality and 
nutrient levels. Nutrients in our water consist of nitrates 
and phosphates. These compounds come from two 
main sources: sewage and agricultural runoff. Nutrients 
feed algae, causing them to multiply so much that they 
use up all the water’s oxygen. Plants and animals in 
the water can suffocate as a result. 

During the 1990s water quality improved quite a lot. 
This was mainly due to improved sewage treatment. 
Since 2000 the biological and chemical quality of our 
waterways have not changed much. In 2004 70% of 
Bedfordshire’s waterways were biologically “good”. 
Fifty-seven percent were “good” chemically. These 
figures are similar to the averages for England. 

However, the nutrients in our waters are a cause for concern. Our region’s rivers and streams have the 
highest nutrient levels in England. Between 2000 and 2004 nutrient levels in Eastern England’s waters 
dropped from 81 to 71 percent. But Bedfordshire’s rivers did not follow this trend. In 2004 80% of our rivers 
and canals had high nitrate levels. Over 90% had high phosphate levels. These figures are much higher 
than regional and national averages.

Another indicator of water quality is the presence of otters. In the 
past, high levels of pesticides leaked into our rivers. They were then 
absorbed by fish, which became toxic to otters. Once common, by 
1979 otters were thought to be extinct in Bedfordshire. But our water 
quality has improved and otters can now survive here. Monitoring 
results from 2004/05 show that otters are continuing to spread across 
the county. Once again our rivers are becoming good otter habitat.

Condition of important wildlife and geological sites
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) are nationally designated areas. They 
represent the very best wildlife sites in the country. In Bedfordshire we have 40 
SSSIs, adding up to 1141 hectares (ha). The condition – or health – of these sites is 
checked on a regular basis. This is a good indicator of the quality of our best habitats.

SSSI condition is ranked on a 
scale from “unfavourable” to 
“favourable”. In 2005, 86% of 
our SSSIs were “favourable”. 

In 2001 this figure was only 78%. This is great 
progress. The government aims to have 95% of 
SSSIs in favourable condition by 2010. Bedfordshire 
can reach this target if our improvement can be 
sustained. 

The news isn’t all good, though. Over the last year 
most of our SSSI improvements were for chalk 
grassland habitats. Our woodlands are also in pretty 
good shape. However many other habitats are still in 
poor condition. These include bog, heathland, acid 
grassland, fen/marsh/swamp and neutral grassland.

In Bedfordshire, 7161ha of land of local wildlife value 

Our woodlands are fairly healthy. 
But the same can’t be said of all of 

our habitats.

There’s both good news and bad 
news for our rivers and streams.
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is designated as County Wildlife Sites (CWS).The health of these sites is being monitored over a number of 
years. Thirty-two percent of sites (24% by area) were monitored between 2002 and 2005. Right now 58% of 
this area is listed as “favourable”. As with our SSSIs, our CWS woodlands and chalk grasslands are pretty 
healthy. But there are still worries about some of our habitats. Many of our heaths, marshes and grasslands 
are small and isolated from one another. This makes them difficult to care for. It also makes them more 
vulnerable to a changing climate.

Condition of the wider countryside
Many landowners are committed to protecting and 
conserving the 90% of the county that is not located 
within designated sites. It is impossible to know in detail 
what is happening to habitats and species on this land. 
Landowners can apply for grants to manage their farms 
and woodlands for nature. The amount of land being 
managed in this way is one indicator of the health of 
our countryside. Participation in these grant schemes 
increased yearly between 1990 and 2005. But last 
year the grant schemes changed. This means that our 
indicator has changed, so we must start the monitoring 
over again.

Organic farms produce food without the use of harsh pesticides. 
Instead they use natural systems to manage pests and fertilise the 
soil. Studies have shown that organic farmland supports more wildlife 
than conventional farmland. As such it is an indicator of land that is 
being farmed in an environmentally friendly way. The number and 
area of organic farms in the county have dropped greatly over the 
past year. In Bedfordshire there are currently 579ha of land on 8 
organic farms. This is 25% less than in 2001. It is also less than 1% 
of the county’s farm land, and less than that found regionally and 
nationally.  

Birds are very useful indicators of the health of the countryside. They 
are found in a wide variety of habitats, often near the top of the food 
chain. They are also surveyed extensively by bird watchers. So there 
is a lot of information available on birds. 

Between 1970 and 2004 eastern England’s bird numbers fell dramatically. Total numbers fell during this 
period by 21%. Farmland bird populations dropped by 44%, while woodland bird numbers fell by 20%. The 
worst years for birds were those leading up to the mid 1990s. Since then, bird numbers have not changed 
much. Hopefully this means that the worst is over. On the other hand there have not yet been any signs of 
recovery so the monitoring must go on. 

Access to the countryside
Access to land rich in wildlife can contribute greatly to our 
quality of life. Around 2.3% of the county is managed for 
nature and is open to the public. This amounts to about 
7ha per 1000 people. This is about 17% higher than it 
was in 2002. There are a couple of main reasons for this 
increase. First, more land is now being managed for nature 
conservation. Second, more landowners are allowing 
access to their land as part of grant-aided schemes. 

There is now 25% less 
organic farmland in the 

county than in 2001.

Public access to Bedfordshire’s 
countryside has increased by 

17% since 2002. Fa
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So what does the future hold?
We don’t know for certain, of course. But we can predict future trends based on what has happened in the 
past and what we know about the present. The chart presented below summarises the changes we think 
our county will see over the short and long term.

Indicator Short term trend Long term trend

River water quality: biological

                                chemical

River nutrient levels: nitrates

                                phosphates

Otter distribution

SSSI condition

CWS condition

Area in agri-environment 
schemes

no data

Area of organic farmland

Area in woodland grant schemes no data no data

Wild bird populations: farmland
(regional figures)

                                 woodland

                                 all species

Public access land managed for 
nature
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