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Existing Biodiversity 
 

Biodiversity character of the Mid Bedfordshire landscape 

 
In 2006 the Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum produced “Rebuilding Biodiversity”, a 
characterisation of the county’s biodiversity resource. Biodiversity opportunity mapping in this 
report describes in some detail the different biodiversity characteristics of the Mid  
Bedfordshire landscape, and relates this where possible to the landscape character 
assessment for the area. “Rebuilding Biodiversity” is available  at  www.bedsbionet.org.uk. 

 

Mid Bedfordshire’s topography and geology have heavily influenced the area’s habitat 
distribution. The Greensand Ridge, extending from the Buckinghamshire border near 
Wavendon to the Cambridgeshire border near Potton forms the spine of the district. The 
complicated arrangement of valleys, slopes and soils which are in some places thin acid 
sands whilst in others heavy clays of glacial origin, supports a network of woodlands, 
parklands, grasslands, and heaths. The varied geology has given rise to a number of sites 
being recognised as Regionally Important Geodiversity Sites (RIGS). Whilst most are 
exposures brought about by mineral excavation a stretch of the river Ivel and Biggleswade 
common has recognition for the survival  of the important river valley  landforms. 

 
To the south of the Greensand Ridge is the ecologically unique valley of the River Flit with its 
variety of wetland habitats. The valley contains the only extensive peat deposits in the county 
and is influenced by both acid water from the greensand and more calcareous waters from   
the chalk to the south. The Flit valley separates the greensand from undulating clay hills. 
These in turn fall away to the south to a Gault Clay vale which runs to the foot of the Chiltern 
Hills with their important calcareous grasslands. To the north the Greensand Ridge drops 
steeply to the low lying clays of the Marston Vale and the Ouse valley. Slicing north to south 
through these features is the wide shallow valley of the River Ivel which contains an    
important series of grasslands, stream systems and restored gravel workings. Some areas of 
the claylands and the Ivel valley have particularly high quality agricultural land and arable 
farming predominates. 

 
 

Habitats and species of principal importance for biodiversity (Priority habitats and 
species) 

 
Section 74 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 empowers Government to issue a 
list of species and habitats of principal importance for biodiversity. This power is carried 
forward into the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 which also places a 
duty on all public bodies to have regard to the conservation of biodiversity. The recent review 
of the national Biodiversity Action Plan has confirmed and expanded the national list of  
habitats    of principal importance. Those that are found in Mid Bedfordshire are listed in Table 1. 

 
Whilst some habitats such as hedgerows and mixed deciduous woodland are widespread  
other habitats such as fen are locally very rare, occurring at just one or two sites. Distribution 
maps are reasonably comprehensive for some habitats like woodland.  However mapped   
data are scarce for hedgerows, arable field margins and other habitats. Mapping has to date 
focussed on designated sites and is only slowly expanding to include priority habit in the   
wider countryside. 

 
Specific projects have studied wet woodland, ancient woodland clusters, heathland and 
calcareous grassland. Figure 1 shows areas with scope for restoration or creation in relation 
to existing habitat. 

http://www.bedsbionet.org.uk/
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Figure  1 Mid Bedfordshire habitat map1
 

 
 
 

1 
Shows mapping at December 2007. Further mapping projects may reveal more priority habitat outside designated sites. 
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Mapping at the scale of the district fails to do justice to the urban areas. Urban areas often 
have fragments of many of the habitats listed above, as well as some very rich mosaics of 
habitat on previously developed land. These urban habitat fragments, along with networks of 
mature private gardens, are important reservoirs of biodiversity. They are also places where 
people come into contact with wildlife on a day to day  basis. 

 
There are now 1149 species listed nationally as of principal importance for biodiversity. Of 
these over 140 are known to occur in Bedfordshire. Whilst some may be confined to small 
isolated populations others may be widespread though their populations are threatened in 
some way or show worrying declines. Many species likely depend on the survival of the 
priority habitats listed above. Current data are not sufficiently comprehensive to map the 
detailed distribution of all these priority species but the recently established Biodiversity 
Recording and Monitoring Centre has now collated well over 600,000 individual records. The 
Centre is an essential mechanism for managing the evidence base necessary for biodiversity 
conservation. 

 

Arable priority habitats – field margins, hedgerows and the like – are not well served by 
mapped data. A variety of the species of principal importance are found in these farmland 
habitats. A scoring system developed by the national plant conservation charity Plantlife has 
been applied to plant data for the county. Results show that a number of locations in the 
district have arable plant assemblages of both county and  national importance (Figure  2). 
Similarly a plot of recent records of a suite of farmland birds shows interesting correlations 
with the clay vales and the farmland in the Sandy/Biggleswade/Potton area. Whilst the data 
need to be expanded and further tested they do counterbalance the focus of other priority 
habitats and priority species on the Greensand Ridge and Flit  valley. 

 

Figure  2 Important farmland species of Mid Bedfordshire 
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Sites designated for their biodiversity value 

 
In Mid Bedfordshire 15 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) cover 503 hectares, just 1%  
of the land area. By comparison in England there are over 4000 SSSI’s covering roughly 7%  
of the land area. Of those 4000 sites around half are designated as of international  
importance. There are no internationally  designated sites in  Mid Bedfordshire. 

 
The best wildlife rich sites in the district are subject to a hierarchy of designations. These 
represent a wide variety of habitats: calcareous grassland at Pegsdon, wet grasslands in the 
Ivel valley, unique wetlands of Flitwick moor and ancient woods, heaths and grasslands on  
the Greensand Ridge. In addition to SSSI Mid Bedfordshire contains 155 County Wildlife 
Sites. Together these sites occupy 3755ha or 7% of the area of the  district 

 
These designated sites are not evenly distributed. When overlain on a contour map, the 
importance of the undulating terrain of the Greensand Ridge and the floodplain of the Flit and 
Ivel valleys is evident (Figure  3). 

 

Figure  3 Relationship of designated sites to the topography of Mid Bedfordshire 

Many sites of importance for biodiversity are managed to conserve and enhance their wildlife 
interest. There is a hierarchy of management designations which to some extend mirrors the 
system for identifying biodiversity value. Within the District there is one National Nature 
Reserve on the chalk at Knocking Hoe and a diverse suite of nature reserves managed by 
conservation organisations and Local Nature Reserves managed by local authorities. All of 
these sites are open to the public but some are particularly sensitive to human pressures: 
conserving their special features presents a major  challenge. 
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Species protected by law 

 
Two key pieces of legislation afford legal protection to a wide range of wildlife. The Wildlife  
and Countryside Act (1981) as amended, affords protection to many species and special 
protection to a more limited range of rare, endangered or easily persecuted species. A range 
of breeding birds such as kingfisher and barn owl, bats, some rarer butterflies, amphibians  
and reptiles all enjoy some degree of legal  protection. 

 

The Conservation (Natural Habitats &etc.) Regulations 1994 are derived from the European 
Habitats Directive. These regulations afford special protection to a short list of species 
generally now known as European Protected Species. European Protected Species found in 
Mid Bedfordshire include  the hazel dormouse, otter, natterjack toad,  great crested newt and 
a range of bat species. Other local species of special interest to the European Union are the 
bullhead  and spined  loach fishes. 

 

Any assessment of the biodiversity of Mid Bedfordshire must take account of the presence of 
these legally protected species. Whilst some are relatively sedentary, others like otter and   
the various bat species range widely across the landscape. The distribution of species  
records for European Protected Species and species of European concern appears to show 
(Figure 4): 

 
• The importance of some individual  sites 

• The importance of the river  valleys 

• The importance of habitat  around rural settlements 

• The importance of both the western sector of the greensand ridge and of the 
landscape around the Southhill/Ickwell/Old Warden area 

 

Figure  4 Location of records of European Protected Species in Mid Bedfordshire2
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Biodiversity opportunity mapping in Mid Bedfordshire 
 

The Biodiversity Action Plan for Bedfordshire and Luton 

 
The Biodiversity Action Plan takes national priorities, merges them with local priorities and 
sets shared objectives and targets for the conservation and enhancement of habitats and 
populations of species. The Action Plan for Bedfordshire and Luton was published in 2001. 
Following completion of a national review of targets and priorities published in 2006 and   
2007 the Bedfordshire and Luton plan is under review. Current action plans can be found at  
www.bedsbionet.org.uk. The national review has used a set format for targets and, as the 
Bedfordshire and Luton plan is being updated this new format is being applied. Targets will 
gradually be revised to be expressed as follows: 

 

• Conserve what remains of the existing resource in good  condition 

• Restore degraded examples  of the existing resource 

• Create new habitat (to expand, buffer, link or provide stepping stones in the 
landscape) 

 
For each habitat the existing resource should be conserved but it is widely accepted 
both nationally and locally that conserving existing fragments is not adequate to stop 
the long term decline in biodiversity. 

 
Within both the original and emerging revised plans, habitat targets relate to habitat across  
the whole of the historic county area. Some habitats are better represented in some areas 
than others and where possible the targets have been broken up to reflect the different 
contributions that each district or borough may make. Current targets for habitat creation and 
restoration in Mid Bedfordshire for the period  to 2030  are presented in Table  1. 

 

Table  1 Habitat restoration and creation targets for Mid Bedfordshire 

 
Priority Habitats in Mid Bedfordshire Creation (ha) Restoration (ha) 

Lowland calcareous grassland 108.4 97 
Lowland dry acid grassland 100 179 

Lowland heathland 125 5 
Lowland meadow 10 25 

Wet woodland 44 20 
Lowland mixed deciduous  woodland 200 48 

Traditional orchards None set None set 
Wood pasture and parkland None set None set 

Waterways & wetlands(fen, marsh, swamp, 
reedbed, rivers  and streams) 

10 30.5 

Hedgerows 75 (km) None set 

Ponds 50 (ponds) None set 
Arable  field margins None set None set 

Open mosaic habitats on previously 
developed land 

None set None set 

 
 
 
 
 

 
2 

Records are not differentiated to species for confidentiality reasons. Common pipistrelle bat, whilst protected 

under the habitat regulations, is very widely recorded throughout the District and records are not included here as 

they mask the pattern of distribution shown by the remaining species. 

http://www.bedsbionet.org.uk/
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Strategic Biodiversity Opportunity Map for Bedfordshire and Luton 

 
The Regional Spatial Strategy for the East of England includes a biodiversity opportunity 
map for the region which identifies biodiversity conservation areas, corridors and 
enhancement areas. During 2005/06 the Biodiversity Forum for Bedfordshire and Luton 

produced “Rebuilding Biodiversity” a biodiversity opportunity map3 which translated the 
regional map to a more local, but still relatively strategic, scale. Analysis of the biodiversity 
characterisation and mapping work identified areas with significant priority habitats, species 
and designated sites. These areas, if restored, conserved, expanded, linked and buffered 
against adverse influences could form important ecological networks. The opportunity map 
gives strategic importance to the areas with the greatest potential to achieve a coherent 
network of wildlife rich habitat which could form a more robust and resilient ecologically 
functional landscape. The map formed the biodiversity layer of the countywide strategic 
green infrastructure plan. 

 
Figure  5  Mid Bedfordshire section of the “Rebuilding Biodiversity” opportunity 

map 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3
, Bedfordshire & Luton Biodiversity Forum (2006) Rebuilding Biodiversity in Bedfordshire & Luton, 

www.bedsbionet.org.uk 

http://www.bedsbionet.org.uk/


4 Defra, 2007, Conserving biodiversity in a changing climate: guidance on building capacity to 
adapt 
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Developing a habitat network 

 
Predictions of future climatic conditions always contain uncertainty. Yet the consistent   
message from many sources is that over the next century winters will be warmer and may    
get wetter, summers will be warmer and drier and extreme weather events will be more 
frequent. Two types of action are needed to address the challenge to biodiversity posed by 
predicted changes in climate. Natural systems must also be made as robust as possible to 
adapt to changing circumstances. Exactly how individual species and habitats will respond to 
this change in climate is uncertain. Species with a more northerly or westerly distribution may 
be unable to cope with the predicted hot dry summers. Other species at present limited by   
low temperature may increase in number or spread to new habitat. Perhaps the greatest 
impediment to adaptation in this way is the extremely fragmented nature of habitat in Mid 
Bedfordshire. 

 
To achieve the best possible outcome for biodiversity, six guiding principles need to be 
implemented as  a complete package4. 

 

 

These principles underpin a great deal of existing conservation action though it has been 
argued that emphasis has often been on conserving protected areas and sites and only in 
recent years  has  biodiversity conservation at the landscape scale moved more into  focus. 

 
Individual sites may be physically rich and varied and have characteristics which make them 
inherently rich in biodiversity. However they are often small, surrounded by hostile 
environments and far from other areas of semi-natural habitat. In such circumstances   
habitats or species populations may find it very difficult to recover or recolonise in the event    
of damage from fire, flood, drought or build-up of predators or parasites. For species 
populations and habitats to be more resilient to these pressures, a diversity of semi-natural 
habitats, individual sites must be maintained, expanded and where possible connected 
together. Reducing the intensity of land use adjacent to important sites and between key 
habitats would further increase resilience. With a wide variety of habitat separated by  
minimal gaps and buffered by less intensive land use, habitats will be more likely to   survive 

 

1. 
1a 
1b 

Conserve existing biodiversity 
Conserve protected areas and other high quality  habitats 
Conserve the range and  ecological variability of habitats and  species 

2. Reduce sources of harm not linked to climate (disturbance, pollution   etc.) 

3. 
3a 
3b 

Develop ecologically resilient  and varied landscapes 
Conserve and enhance local variation within sites and habitats 
make space for natural development of rivers and   coasts 

4. Establish ecological networks  through habitat protection, restoration and  creation. 

5. 
5a 
5b 

Make sound decisions based on analysis 
Thoroughly  analyse causes of change in biodiversity 
Respond to changing conservation priorities with regular review of conservation 
priorities  and targets 

 Integrate adaptation and mitigation measures  into conservation  management, 
planning  and practice 



5 
For example Evaluating Biodiversity in fragmented Landscapes: Principles. Forestry Commission Information 

Note 73 
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and the ebb and flow of species populations will more easily occur. Such a landscape would 
also provide food, shelter and breeding options for some of the more mobile species which 
do not depend on small sites but need a rich and varied landscape within which to  live. 

 
At present Mid Bedfordshire contains some areas, most notably the Greensand Ridge, the 
Chilterns and the Ivel and Flit valleys where habitat patches are relatively close together. In 
these areas there are already initiatives to create or restore heathlands and woodlands, 
restore wetlands and grasslands and buffer and link sites through agri-environment scheme 
initiatives, quarry restoration schemes and the purchase of land for habitat creation and 
expansion of nature reserves. This is very much in line with the principles being elucidated in 

recent research into functionally connected ecological networks5 and should build a more 
resilient landscape. 

 
River and stream systems are unique in that the continuous flow of water can allow species 
dependant  on water habitats to move through the landscape. Areas adjacent to the rivers  
and streams also often contain waterlogged meadows, hedges, wet woodland and large 
populations of massive ancient, often pollarded, willow trees. These habitat complexes along 
the river valleys form habitat networks that are largely absent from the remainder of the   
district. 

 
Data on topography, soils, and floodplain have been added to those on protected sites, 
protected species and species and habitats of principal importance. The results were fed into 
the countywide strategic biodiversity opportunities map to highlight key areas for biodiversity 
where habitat enhancement, linkage and creation would be most beneficial. This information 
has been reworked on in more detail with the inclusion of species information and studies 
completed since the strategic “Rebuilding biodiversity” project was completed in early 2006. 
New habitat is also being created on the ground. Where it is known this new habitat is being 
incorporated into the habitat maps. A typical example is the planting of new   woodland. 
Habitat mapping includes not just mature mixed broadleaved woodland but also new 
plantations which contribute to Biodiversity Action Plan habitat creation  targets. 

 

The Wildlife Working Group of the Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum has looked 
closely at the evidence outlined above and has identified two key components of a potential 
biodiversity network. Biodiversity “hotspots” are those areas which already support a rich 
variety of habitats and priority species whilst biodiversity “opportunity” or network areas are 
those parts of the landscape where landform, soils and habitat distribution suggest there is 
the greatest opportunity to rebuild a landscape rich in  biodiversity. 

 
 

Biodiversity “hotspots” 

 
In addition to designated sites there are important areas where the landscape, including 
designated sites, supports a rich and varied biodiversity. In these hotspots are woodlands, 
ancient trees, downland, meadows, hedgerows, parklands, arable farmland and ancient 
villages with mature gardens, paddocks and streams. These areas have populations of birds 
and mammals which depend on the feeding and breeding opportunities presented by the 
whole landscape rather than discreet individual sites. These sensitive areas, analogous to 
biodiversity conservation areas of the regional biodiversity map, are the focus for achieving 
biodiversity action plan targets for maintenance and restoration of habitat. The two major 
biodiversity hotspots are the Woburn to Aspley Guise area in the west and the area around 
Southill,  Ickwell Green and Old Warden in the centre of the  district. 
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Opportunity or ecological network areas 

 
Away from the hotspots are areas where the biodiversity resource is more fragmented. Sites 
may however be surrounded by land on which it may be possible to create new habitat or to 
establish less intensive management regimes to buffer adverse impacts on the key sites. It is  
in these locations that it would be sensible to seek opportunities to link habitats or to create 
new habitat blocks to form stepping stones that would allow species to move more easily 
between habitat patches. 

 
The Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum has sponsored some projects which have 
attempted to closely define the opportunity areas for priority habitats with special ecological 
requirements. Work to date has covered wet woodland (and to a limited extent other 
woodland), heathland, acid grassland and calcareous grassland. These habitats require 
particular conditions of geology, soil chemistry and wetness and can only realistically be 
created in specific parts of the district. The network map separates opportunity areas for 
these habitats from areas where a broader range of initiatives could help to build a strong 
biodiversity network. 

 
 

The Biodiversity network map, key to specific areas 

 
A. Shallow river /stream valleys running north from the calcareous grasslands and  
woods of the Chilterns and linking this important area to those to the north. Here habitats 
could be conserved or expanded to complement the streams. Flower rich lowland meadows 
and hedges with perhaps arable field margins managed as grassland would link together 
along the valley and be enhanced by occasional field ponds, copses and reprofiled 
watercourses. 

B. Sandy to Potton ridge where sandy soils give major opportunities for heath land and 
acid grassland and which slope down through woods to important spring lines at the junction 
with clay soils. The ecology is varied and complex and part of the area is listed as of national 
importance for fungi. The major initiative by the RSPB and Lafarge to create heathland in the 
core of this zone has scope to expand to link together a whole series of   isolated sites. 

C. Shallow river valley from Biggleswade to Potton and the network of lowland 
meadows, marshy grasslands, streams, wet woodland, willow pollards and restored mineral 
workings along the Ivel valley. Careful management of water quantities and quality could 
make some areas wetter whilst others need secure sensitive management regimes to 
conserve, restore and expand small grasslands. Otter and water vole populations are 
important here and large networks of sensitively managed habitat are important for their 
survival. 

D. Rolling arable farmland east of Biggleswade and into Cambridgeshire species of 
open arable farmland are important. This area forms a western extension of an area of 
farmland stretching northeast through Cambridgeshire which is of national significance for 
farmland bird populations. Emphasis here should be on the networks of habitats within an 
arable farmland landscape which can support strong populations  of open farmland  species. 

E. The dip slope of the Greensand Ridge from Shefford through Maulden to Ampthill and 
Flitwick where undulating countryside with major opportunities for grasslands, heaths and 
woodlands slopes down to a rich and unique collection of wetland sites in the Flit valley. 
Flitwick Moor itself is of national importance for many species groups including fungi, 
bryophytes and invertebrates. Within the valley sensitive management of water quantity and 
quality combined with improved management regimes on some sites, restoration of relict 
habitat and the creation of new can rebuild a large habitat network. Above the valley there    
are major opportunities for new heathland, acid grassland, lowland meadows as well   as 
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restored hedgerows and arable filed margins to expand and link together relatively large and 
important sites such as Maulden  and Chicksands  Woods. 

F. The woods and parklands of the Woburn area and links through to the sand quarries  
of the Leighton Buzzard area and to valuable habitats on the Buckinghamshire portion of the 
Greensand Ridge are an important biodiversity hotspot. A large collection of ancient woods 
and the rare wood pasture habitat of Woburn Park support many species of importance. The 
biodiversity of this hotspot is rich and emphasis here is more on conservation and 
enhancement of the existing resource though the broad principles of conserving, expanding, 
buffering and linking  habitat  are as relevant here as  elsewhere. 

G. Grasslands and woodlands on the steep slopes overlooking the Marston Vale with 
opportunities for further woodland and grassland creation. An isolated series of key habitats 
are complemented by a range of key species in the wider countryside. Substantial new 
habitat initiatives are already beginning to link more mature habitat and there are 
opportunities for woodland lowland meadow, hedgerow and arable margin habitat to build a 
strengthened network linking together the Greensand Ridge with important habitat areas of 
northwest Bedfordshire. 

H. The  Southill/Shuttleworth/Ickwell/Northill  area  of  woodlands,  hedgerows,  parkland 
and spacious villages is the second biodiversity hotspot of the district. The varied topography 
and mix of soil types supports many species of importance and the emphasis here is very 
similar to that described for the Woburn/Aspley Guise to Heath and Reach   area. 

I. The steep northwest facing slope of the Greensand Ridge supports a string of 
important woods and grasslands. Along the slope the soils are varied and considerable 
opportunity exists to expand and link woods via both new woodland and networks of 
hedgerows, lowland meadows and sensitively managed arable filed   margins. 

J. The wetlands at the core of the Marston Vale ranging in size from small field ponds 
and marshy areas to huge lakes that have resulted from clay extraction support important 
breeding and wintering birdlife. The ponds and lakes are noted in a national study as 
important stonewort areas and amphibian populations are strong. Maturing post industrial 
habitats have a rich invertebrate fauna including the last local outposts for some national 
priority butterflies. Care is needed to prevent habitat fragmentation and destruction of key 
post industrial sites and considerable opportunities exist for buffering, linking and improving 
the quality of wetland habitat. 

K. A ridge of land with scattered fragments of rich habitat stretching from grasslands and 
wetlands around Toddington in South Bedfordshire to Silsoe. Sandy soils outcrop in places. 
The topography and complexity of soils offer opportunities to rebuild  a network of  species   
rich hedgerows  and grasslands including arable field margins to support strong populations   
of farmland species and to buffer and link those important existing   fragments. 
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