
‘Big Society’ in action? 

how voluntary bodies can assist 

Local Authorities in meeting 

their biodiversity obligations

Brian Eversham  
Chief Executive 

Wildlife Trust



2

Overview

• Uniqueness of Britain’s ecological data 

• Legacy of previous ‘big societies’

• Setting priorities, understanding trends

• Modern ecological data capture

• Case studies: good data make for good 

decisions

• Role of local environmental records centres



Changes in the breeding range of the Cirl Bunting
Only in Britain can we do this... 200 years of amateur 

recording of nature

Britain is probably the only place on the planet where it is possible to produce maps like this, for maybe 20,000 

species of plants and animals, showing where they occurred 100, 50, or 20 years ago, and where they are now. 

In the case of the Cirl Bunting, there is now some hope for its future, as work with farmers in Cornwall and 

Devon has begun to provide it with the seed sources it needs, and its population is growing again. 

Seed-eating farmland birds underwent one of the most dramatic crashes which we have ever seen in British 

wildlife, following one of the most drastic and sudden changes in land management.  I recall in just two or three 

years, an almost complete shift from spring-sown cereals (following on from winter stubbles with lots of seeds 

for birds to eat) to the sowing of winter wheat in the autumn, directly after harvest, leaving nowhere for the 
flocks of finches and buntings to forage.

Whereas from the beginnings of organised natural history, say 1830s, till the 1970s-1990s, to collate such 

information would be a lengthy research project for any one species, now, most of the data are being collated 

by Local Records Centres and national recording schemes. 



Previous ‘Big Societies’ left a legacy

The nineteenth century, when civic pride led to the building of town halls, the creation of town parks, and the 

endowment of regional colleges and new universities, also saw the beginning of most of the national and 

regional and local biological and natural history societies which have played a crucial role in wildlife 

conservation. 
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A nineteenth-century field excursion of a local natural history society. The dress may have changed, but the 

activities are remarkably similar today. 



1889 RSPB

Species protection

A very brief history of nature conservation

Now I would like to present an extremely brief history of the conservation movement in Britain, as 

understanding who conservation developed can inform how it is set to change in the future.  The first national 

organisation to promote wildlife conservation, was probably what became the Royal Society for the Protection 

of Birds. Among its most remarkable founding figures was the  Duchess of Portland, who was its first president, 
from 1891 till her death in 1954. The organisation was set up to protect birds with attractive plumage from 

persecution for the hat trade, and to protect seabirds from exploitation  - their eggs were collected and used in 

the manufacture of patent leather.  For its first 30 years, the RSBP was focussed on species protection.
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1912 Wildlife Trust

Nature Reserves

A very different approach to conservation was propounded by Charles Rothschild. In the early years of the 20th

century he began compiling a list of potential nature reserves, having decided that protection of the most 

important sites for animal and plant species, and for ancient habitats, was the best way to conserve them for 

the future.  To this end, he founded the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves in 1912, which has 
evolved into what is now the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts, who manage over 2000 nature reserves.  In the 

photograph is the Rothschild bungalow at Woodwalton Fen, one of the very first nature reserves, and now the 

heart of our Great Fen project.



Sites ‘worthy of 

protection’ - SPNR  

1915

The network of “Rothschild’s reserves” includes many famous sites, such as  Woodwalton Fen, Barton Hills, 

and more surprising ones such as Canvey Island.   Selection was based on some simple criteria, perhaps more 

subjective than modern ones,  but encompassing the presence of rare plants and animals and being ‘a piece of 

typical primeval country’ (what conservation bureaucracy would now term ancient habitats, or those with a long 
continuity of management).



The available detail varies from site to site, but usually comprises a map, habitat description, and often lists of 

the most notable species.   All this information was provided freely by amateur observers. 



1949 Government

National Parks

SSSIs

The legislative framework of modern nature conservation dates back to 1949, when the first post-war 

government, led by some of the finest minds of their generation - Julian Huxley, Max Nicholson, John Dower  -

produced a set of protection and research mechanisms which shaped conservation for the following 40 years. 



1949 Government

National Parks

SSSIs

The legislation set up national parks, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, Sites of Special Scientific Interest, 

and the Nature Conservancy (which gradually morphed into Natural England). Unlike much of the world, the UK 

framework separated access to the countryside from the scientific basis of nature  conservation, a division 

which is only now being overcome, and which may not  have served wildlife conservation well. 



What is biodiversity?
• A legal definition:

• "The variability among living organisms from all sources 

including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic 

ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are 

part; this includes diversity within species, between species and 

of ecosystems.” – Convention on Biological Diversity Article 2. 

UNEP 1992

• A functional definition:

• Species, habitats, and the systems and processes which sustain 

them



Protected Site Designations
• EU Habitats Directive

• Special Protection Areas (SPAs)  - BIRDS

• Special Areas of Conservation (SACs)  - HABITATS

UK Law

• Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)  - habitats, species, 

geology, geomorphology

• Species protection legislation, e.g. birds, badgers, rare and 

threatened species

Planning Policy

• Local Wildlife Sites (aka County Wildlife Sites, Sites of 

Importance for Nature Conservation etc)  - habitats, species

Current legislation provides a hierarchy of protection for sites and for species. 



UK Biodiversity Action Plan

• Priority habitats

• Priority species

• Linking species to habitats

• Targeting species which do not ‘fit in’

• Landscape connectivity? 

• Ecological processes??

In the 1990s, the Biodiversity Action Plan process brought together a very wide range of organisations 

nationally, regionally and locally. These agreed priorities, and set more-or-less SMART targets, for species and 

for habitats, and gradually worked to link these together.  

The main gap in the BAP system was probably in providing connectivity at a landscape scale, and in ensuring 

the delivery of the ecological processes on which sustainable conservation ultimately depends. 



Trends may be outside local authority 
influence... 

In only two generations, agriculture moved from this scene of intense manual labour and horse power, with 

cereals growing shoulder-high...

Massive though the changes in agriculture have been  - their impacts on wildlife were probably the most 
severe until human-induced climate change  - these changes remain outside the planning system and so, 

outside of local authority control.  Local Records Centres can document the effects, but we are unable to 

influence the outcomes. 



Trends may be outside local authority 
influence... 

Modern arable farming is a mechanised, industry relying on herbicides, insecticides and fungicides to produce 

‘clean’ crops of carefully-bred dwarf strains of cereals. 



Some habitats may be unsustainable 

under changed land use

I am too young to remember the Corn Cockle, Agrostemma githago,  in Britain  - it disappeared quickly from 

the farmed landscape.  I do recall Corn Marigolds, Chrysanthemum segetum, in the fields, but have not seen it 

for 20 years. Others, such as the poppies, linger, but in much smaller quantities than 20 years ago. 
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• v
Northern species

decline and retreat

Southern species

increase and expand

Climate change alters ‘value’ of species

Here are a few examples of the losers and winners.  

Mountain hare was probably lost from our three counties about 11,000 years ago.. But there remain populations on the Pennines at present; it is likely to become 
extinct in England this century.

Bilberry, and other plants with a generally upland distribution, are likely to decline and disappear from the lowlands.  At present, bilberry lingers still at a few acid 
heath-woodland sites in Bedfordshire, but we may well lose the species within a few decades. 

Ferns, because of their reproductive processes, need periods of fairly warm wet weather.  Prolonged summer droughts may prevent them reproducing, so that 
although some long-lived individual plants will persist, there may be a general decline among many species in the south and east. 

Many southern species have colonised Britain in the last few decades.  The Little Egret, a small white heron, was a very scarce annual visitor to Britain for the last 
century.  In the 1980s I would have been very pleased to see a single egret on the North Norfolk coast.  In the mid 1990s, a flock of about 200 arrived in southwest 
England one winter, and did not leave to return to their continental home the following summer.  They stayed to breed, and the species is now well established, with 
about 3500 breeding pairs, as far north as Yorkshire and North Wales.  A good day in North Norfolk may now produce flocks of 20-30 egrets. 

Two species of Tongue Orchid, Serapias, have colonised Britain in recent years, and are currently established on the coasts of Cornwall and of Dorset.  Because 
orchids produce thousands of tiny, dust-like seeds, which can be wind-blown over long distances, we are probably within seed range of dozens of additional species 
of orchid which occur in northern and central France.  Given suitable climate and soil conditions, any of these might turn up, especially on chalk and limestone 
grasslands. 

The Violet Carpenter Bee, Xylocopa violacea, is a striking species - imagine the largest bumblebee you have ever seen, with a glossy black body and purple-black 
wings.  It was an extremely rare visitor to Britain in the 19th and 20th centuries.  Around 2000, it began to occur annually, in small numbers.  In the last couple of 
years, it has bred here  - rather frustratingly, first in Essex and Leicestershire, so I presume they have been passing through, if not actually breeding, in 
Cambridgeshire.  Whereas a decade ago, this was one of the signal species I would note when reaching central France, it could be a familiar breeding species here 
within a decade or two. 

The Wasp Spider, Argiope bruennichi, is large, colourful and unmistakeable.  It colonised England in the 1940s, but for the first 50 years was confined to a narrow 
strip within 10 miles of the south coast, in Dorset, Hampshire and Sussex.  In the 1990s, it began to expand its range, moving inland, crossing the Thames valley, and 
it arrived in our area in the last 5 years or so.  It is now breeding well at the new village of Cambourne, in completely new habitat.

All these successful colonists share an ability to disperse long distances across inhospitable habitats.  Even the Wasp Spider can do this  - the young spiderlings will 
climb to the top of a grass stem, throw a strand of silk into the air, and wait for a rising air current to carry them aloft - a practice called ‘ballooning’. 
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Focus likely to be on habitat rarity and continuity

Even in a changing climate, the consensus among conservation organisations is likely to remain that rare 

habitats, which have survived in the same locations for centuries or millennia, will remain the highest priorities.  

Ancient woodlands are perhaps the most conspicuous of these long-standing habitats and the one for which 

the public has greatest concern and understanding. 



Lowland meadows

Lowland meadow habitats are among the most severely threatened in Britain, and also take centuries to 

develop their full flora and fauna.  Well over 95% of ‘unimproved’ lowland grassland (that which has not been 

treated with herbicides or with fertilisers) has already been lost.  Among the many plants and insects which 

depend on the habitat is the Green-winged Orchid, Anacamptis (Orchis) morio, which can be seen in thousands 
at the few surviving meadows, such as Chettisham near Ely. 



‘Brownfield’ sites often important

Quarrying has destroyed many ancient meadows in  river valleys, but has also created new habitats.  Open 

water is probably more abundant in lowland England now than at any time since the last Ice Age.  Some of our 

largest reedbeds and other wetlands are in former mineral extraction sites.  Dry habitats in ‘brownfield’ sites 

can also be extremely important, especially for insects associated with early successional habitats. 

The example above, Stortons Pits in Northamptonshire, shows how lack of ecological data can lead to 

important habitats being overlooked, and costly changes to planning applications being required at the last 

minute. 

Stortons Pits is a small nature reserve, mainly comprising 1930s gravel pits and more recent reedbed creation.  

However, a large ditch on the lower right of the reserve in the photograph, next to the line of the new road, 

turned out to be very much  older, perhaps even medieval, and predated the gravel pits, and much of the 

development of Northampton town.  Unfortunately, the oroginal proposed route of the new road would have 
destroyed this ditch completely. 



Surveys of the site while the plannign application was being determined showed that the ditch supported a 

diversity of reed-beetles (Coleoptera: Chrysomelidae,  Donacia and Plateumaris species), which was greater 

than that at famous Cambridgeshire fens such as Wicken.  It was the first Northamptonshire site for many 

nationally rare or scarce insects. 



The reeds along the ditch turned out to support the full set of British species of reed-feeding green leaf-

hoppers, Chloriona.

Because of the diveristy of rare and threatened species, discovered late in the planning process, the 
developers agreed to re-route the road to avoid the road, and as a precaution, to fund the creation of an exact 

facsimile of the ditch nearby, and to provide a controllable water supply. In addition, a member of nature 

reserve staff for the site was funded for 10 years.

It would have been far more cost-effective to have designed the development with the ancient ditch to be 

avoided and suitably managed from the beginning.  Unfortunately, the newly-established Local Records Centre 

did not have the relevant data at that time.  Such a development now, would probably be better informed.
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Pattern and connectivity of important sites change value

In addition to species and habitats, conservation now pays close attention to the spatial distribution and 

connectivity of sites.  Most conservation organisations are championing landscape-scale conservation and the 

need to link together isolated sites and habitat patches. 

The areas outlined in this aerial photograph of the Totternhoe area in Bedfordshire are SSSI and Local Wildlife 

Sites.  Merely protecting these fragments will not sustain populations fo the rare and scare species they 

support:  linking the sites together and restoring habitats  - especially chalk grassland - in between is what is 

now needed.  ‘Opportunity Maps’ showing the best areas for potential restoration of each high priority habitat in 
a county are a very useful basis for planning schemes like the Totternhoe initiative, and Local Records Centres

are the vital data source and technical service providers for this mapping work. 
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‘Habitat’ can be species-specific

A cautionary note on the meaning of ‘habitat’

Although we use broad terms like ‘grassland’ and ‘woodland’, or narrower ones such as ‘chalk grassland’, it’s 

important to be aware that individual species may have a very different perspective. 

The three priority butterflies at Totternhoe Quarry illustrate the problem:

Small Blue butterfly, bottom left:  its caterpillars feed on Kidney-vetch growing next to bare chalk, so its ‘habitat’

in the picture is the small area of white in the foreground.

Chalkhill Blue (top right): its caterpillars breeds on Horseshoe-vetch growing in medium-height turf, which 

covers much of the far hillside; the adult butterflies roost at night in longer grass at the foot of the slopes.

Duke of Burgundy (bottom right): lays its eggs on large-leaved plants of cowslip and primrose growing in fairly 

long grass immediately adjacent to low scrub.  This habitat is a narrow strip around the base of the hawthorn 

and blackthorn scrub, but survives for only a few years in one place  - this very specific stage of habitat needs 
to be created every few years so that the butterfly can track it. 

These three species are probably representative of the complexities faced by the 3-4000 species which 

probably occur at Totternhoe.  For each of them, the landscape is largely unsuitable as habitat, and they are 

dependent on very tiny small parts of the landscape, and for them, the remainder is hostile non-habitat through 
with they may need to move.  
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Application of volunteers’ data

e.g. Cambridgeshire Bird Club data

Roswell Pits, Ely, is now a 

SSSI for wintering & 

breeding bird populations

Site designation and protection depends on good quality, up-to-date information.  Local volunteers can provide 

the data, but it is much more cost-effective if the Local Records Centre is available to collate and present the 

data in the form which people need. 
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Kingfisher Bridge, wetland creation 
from arable, became a county wildlife 
site for bird populations within 10 years

Application of volunteers’ data

e.g. Cambridgeshire Bird Club data
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Recent arrivals

Professional survey and EIA

The small number of protected species are the main focus for the work both of professional ecological 

consultants, and for data requests to most Local Records Centres.  Although these species have legal 

protection, and therefore cannot be ignored, good practice in ecological assessment and planning will 

also pay due attention to the range and quality of habitats, and to the total biodiversity of an area. 



Valuing Ecosystem services

Becoming accepted or fashionable:

UN  Millennium Ecosystem Assessment  (2004)

The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB)  (2010)

UK National Ecosystem Assessment (2011)

Range of Ecosystem Services:

• Provisioning services, e.g. food, water

• Regulating services, e.g. Flood management, disease control

• Cultural services, e.g. recreational, cultural and spiritual benefits

• Supporting services, e.g. air and water quality, nutrient cycling, 

pollination of crops
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Green Infrastructure

Montgomeryshire

ABERDEEN

Cambourne, 

Cambridgeshire

Multi-functional, e.g. 

recreation, transport

biodiversity, water management

‘Green Infrastructure’ is mapped, planned and provided at a wide range of scales, but always aims to deliver 

multiple benefits. 



Role of local records centres

Set up as a purpose built repository for records in County or 

wider area:

• One-stop shop for biological and environmental data

• Hold and manage data of a known quality and provenance

• Ensure that records are accessible and data mobilised



Impartial providers of information.

• do not provide an opinion on data or records

• do provide an evidence-based service

• let the data speak for themselves – others can interpret it

What records centres do



What records centres do

Ensure data in its area are put to work informing decision makers 

by:

• An evidence-based approach to LA planning

• Making records available to ecological consultants

• Providing an archival resource for the community

• Providing records for academic studies

•Most cost-effective provision of data to all sides

Hundreds of expert volunteers who donate their data to each Local Records Centre every year.  To commission 

consultants to gather this breadth and depth of information would be prohibitively costly, even if consultants 

with the same range of skills and local knowledge were available.  

A tiny staff in each Records Centre collates and makes available this wealthy of data.  In doing so, the Records 

Centres represent astonishing value for money, and a resource which all local authorities and public bodies 

should help support. 


