Wiltshire Biodiversity Action Plan Forum 

November 18th 2010, Devizes Town Hall 

Proceedings from the day
Chair: Simon Brenman, South West Wildlife Trusts
Aim of the event:

To update the wider biodiversity community in the county on the political and other changes that have been taking place nationally, regionally and locally, and what these mean for conservation work in Wiltshire. To outline the beginnings of the way forward, and to start discussions on what this might look like, and how it might work.
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Summary of actions for all members of the Forum

For biodiversity to be recognised fully in Wiltshire’s Joint Strategic Assessment (JSA) (see section 4 of this document) it is essential that as many comments are received from the Wiltshire Biodiversity Partnership as possible on the environment section of the Joint Strategic Assessment which is out now for consultation. Go to: http://www.intelligencenetwork.org.uk/joint-strategic-assessment/ 
Section 4 of this document outlines proposals from Gary Mantle for a new structure for coordination of biodiversity activity in the county. The proposed new structure has been attached to these proceedings, and comments are requested. Please send your thoughts or suggestions to Sarah Wilkinson – sarahwilkinson@wiltshirewildlife.org.  If we’ve not heard from you by 24th December, we will assume that you don’t have any comments.
Wiltshire Wildlife Trust has offered to host a meeting with an independent Chair for any organisations that would like to participate in a structured transparent process to discuss the potential forthcoming disposal of government landholdings. Anyone who would like to participate please contact Sarah Wilkinson (sarahwilkinson@wiltshirewildlife.org) and spread the word. 

Action for members of Batscapes discussion group: All members of the group to email Sarah with details of any projects that they are involved with or are aware of in the area, that Batscapes should be linking in with.

PRESENTATIONS WILL ALL BE AVAILABLE SHORTLY AT www.biodiversitywiltshire.org.uk  
OR ON REQUEST FROM SARAH WILKINSON
1. Introduction

Simon Brenman, South West Wildlife Trusts
Simon welcomed everyone to the event, stating that it was excellent to see such a wide range of people present. 
Main points:

· As members of the Biodiversity Partnership we need to become better at breaking out of our biodiversity specific focus, and look across sector for new fit for purpose partnerships, developing new progressive structures to deliver BAP in a more progressive way.

· We also need to stop thinking about species and habitats in isolation of each other and look to the landscape scale approach to achieve our objectives.  

· There is now greater recognition amongst Ministers that without a healthy natural environment, their wider aims and objectives cannot be achieved, and so in this respect we are in a good position.

2. Highlights from the past year

Chaired by Simon Brenman, with a wide range of speakers

Paul Cottington from the National Farmers Union named the Campaign for the Farmed Environment as his main highlight from the last year. This is a science based voluntary approach which has been very successful in engaging farmers in making improvements for biodiversity, such as farmland birds.
Gareth Harris from the Cotswold Water Park described how lesser horseshoe bats had been found already in a new bat house built in the Water Park only a couple of years ago. Another highlight is that the water vole project in the Water Park continues to grow, and following 8 years of intensive mink trapping, September 2010 marked the very first full 12 months where no Mink have been recorded or trapped since the project commenced; consequently new water vole colonies have been recorded this year on the Thames in Lechlade. The Cotswold Water Park has also been putting a lot of effort into collation of biological records. They have set up Recorder 6 and are working closely with the WSBRC. 

Patrick Cashman, RSPB: one major highlight from the last year was the discovery of red hemp nettle, a critically endangered BAP species. In addition stone curlews seem to be reading the Wiltshire BAP targets, and the 2010 targets were achieved this year with the population having doubled since 2002. The RSPB has also been working in partnership with the Great Bustard Project, and the Project has been successful in receiving a five year EU grant.

Oliver Cripps, North Wessex Downs AONB: the AONB has a new team and new Management Plan in place. Through the Leader Programme they have been able to fund a range of projects including farmland birds. Oliver also reminded everyone that the AONB’s Sustainable Development Fund is available for organisations within the county to submit bids to for projects.

Tracy Adams, South Wiltshire Farmland Birds Advisor: Tracy gave some background on the Farmland Birds Project which is aimed at the six farmland bird species that have suffered the greatest decline. Wessex Water has generously provided funding towards the Project.
David Brown, Government Office South West, also part of North Somerset Otter Group and Vice Chair of Avon Bat Group. David’s highlight from the past year was the discovery of a new bat species in the UK – the tiny Alcathoe’s Bat was found in Yorkshire in 2010. He is also particularly pleased with the increased emphasis on public engagement in the last year.

Zoe Pittaway, FWAG: Zoe talked about the work that FWAG have been doing in Wiltshire over the last year, mostly through HLS delivery. They have engaged with a diverse range of farmers from the Cotswold Water Park to Salisbury Plain.

Robin Mulholland, Wiltshire Fisheries Association: highlight from the past year was the agreement with Wessex Water that abstraction from the Avon, Wylye and Bourne will be reduced.
Michael New from the Wiltshire Traditional Orchards Project described the work that the Project has been doing since orchards were added to the Wiltshire BAP as a new Habitat Action Plan in 2008. Over the last year in particular the project has received a good amount of public engagement, and volunteers have actively been promoting traditional apple varieties. WTOP have planted a new orchard at Sandpool Farm in North Wiltshire, using only traditional Wiltshire varieties. There are 200 volunteers involved in surveying Wiltshire’s orchards who have collectively put in over 3000 hours. Once again in 2010 WTOP and its volunteers have produced their own apple juice, which unlike last year, is for sale.

Ben Rawlings described the youth work that BTCV have been doing in Trowbridge and surrounds to enthuse young people to get involved with biodiversity conservation. In particular they have been working with young people from Wiltshire College and from the Amber foundation, a hostel for homeless young people. Many of these young people are recovering from drug or alcohol abuse, some have just come out of prison. BTCV has been engaging these young people to take practical action to carry out habitat management. Some are undertaking qualifications such as NVQs in Environmental Conservation.
3. What does the new political climate mean for biodiversity conservation in Wiltshire?

Jon Taylor, Principal Ecologist, Wiltshire Council
See the full presentation shortly on www.biodiversitywiltshire.org.uk  or on request from Sarah Wilkinson.
Summary:

· Jon gave an overview of overview of the policy changes affecting Wiltshire

· Change of government – Jon gave an outline of the parts of the coalition manifesto relating to the environment 
· Natural Environment White Paper consultation, with White Paper itself expected Spring 2011. The England Biodiversity Strategy will probably be completely redrafted through the Natural Environment White Paper.
· Open Source Planning – Conservative Green Paper, launched in February. Loss of Regional Spatial Strategy. Includes Conservation Credits.
· Land use futures – published by Foresight government think-tank in February, highlights ongoing and new risks to biodiversity, and the importance of a healthy natural environment to other sectors.

· Lawton Review – commissioned by Defra in previous government but supported by coalition, reviewed all current wildlife sites (statutory and non statutory) to determine resilience of wildlife site network. Shows network currently not resilient and recommended working at landscape scale with implementation of 12 large landscape scale ERZs – Ecological Restoration Zones within 5 years.
· Three key themes
· Ecosystem services

· Conservation credits

· Localism – Big Society

4. Biodiversity in the wider Wiltshire context

Gary Mantle, Wiltshire Wildlife Trust

See the full presentation shortly at www.biodiversitywiltshire.org.uk or on request from Sarah Wilkinson.
Summary

The challenges:

· The importance of biodiversity is not widely recognised

· Action on biodiversity is under funded

· Biodiversity is not high on the list of priorities

Underpinning the changing policy framework:

· Ecosystems approach

· Economic value of the ecosystems approach

· Big Society

· Financial austerity

· Changes to role and funding of Statutory Agencies

A Wiltshire response:

· Engagement with government

· A shift in the focus and direction of biodiversity action towards a landscape scale, spatial approach

· Potential new funding mechanisms: biodiversity offsets and conservation credits
· Opportunity for biodiversity to be embedded into local strategies – part of the Family of Partnerships and the Joint Strategic Assessment (JSA)
ACTION FOR FORUM: For biodiversity to be recognised fully in the JSA it is essential that as many representatives from the Wiltshire Biodiversity Partnership as possible comment as part of the JSA consultation which is out now. Go to: http://www.intelligencenetwork.org.uk/joint-strategic-assessment/ 
Gary described how the Environmental Alliance fits into the Wiltshire Family of Partnerships. This can be seen visually by viewing the diagrams in Gary’s presentation. The role of the Environmental Alliance is to:

· Provide a forum for debate, build partnerships, pool ideas and share discussion

· To identify priorities for action and jointly plan and commission activity and services

· Link the Family of Partnerships to the wider environmental network

· To manage the Environment Block of the Local Agreement for Wiltshire 

· Provide environmental input into the Community Plan and Local Agreement

· Support the production of an annual State of the Environment Report and the development of Wiltshire’s environmental intelligence

· Monitor progress

To ensure biodiversity is seen as a critical part of the Vision for Wiltshire, Gary proposed that a structure is needed that:

· Links into the Family of Partnerships

· Can report annually on the State of the Environment

The current situation is that:
· The BAP is focused on delivering Action Plans for species and habitats (although the focus is changing)

· There are fragmented pockets of biodiversity activity

· The reported mechanisms are limited

· There is no clear structure for accountability and responsibility

· There is limited ability to provide information for a State of the Environment Report.

There is the opportunity to develop a new structure for biodiversity in the county that ensures a much more strategic overview of what is happening, and any issues, threats and opportunities.
Gary presented a proposed new structure that:

· Builds on the existing BAP but reflects new approaches

· Includes activity not currently part of the BAP

· Aligns the new approach to existing partnerships

· Encourages wider participation in taking action for biodiversity

· Creates a wider Forum involving a wider range of individuals and organisations

ACTION FOR MEMBERS OF FORUM: This proposed new structure, including a Biodiversity Coordinating Group is included as a separate document attached to these proceedings. Comments and suggestions are requested so that steps can be taken to begin developing this approach further, and to start thinking about Terms of Reference for the Coordinating Group that has been suggested. 
5. The changing face of BAP: the priority area approach

Naomi Brookes, Biodiversity South West

See the full presentation shortly at www.biodiversitywiltshire.org.uk or on request from Sarah Wilkinson.
Naomi’s presentation looked at the work that Biodiversity South West has been doing with local BAP partnerships in response to some of the changes that are affecting the way we think about and deliver biodiversity work.

The need to capture and agree the most important places to start landscape scale delivery has been a big driver for the development of a Delivery Plan for Biodiversity in the South West.

Local Biodiversity Partnerships (including Wiltshire) were asked to take part in regional workshops to come up with their priorities for landscape scale work. These are called BDAs, or Biodiversity Delivery Areas. Ten BDAs were agreed in Wiltshire and submitted to the Delivery Plan. Naomi’s presentation describes the broad criteria that were used to define these BDAs.
At a national level Integrated Biodiversity Delivery Areas were being developed at the same time by the England Biodiversity Group. These are even larger scale areas, and may in time become Lawton’s Ecological Restoration Zones (ERZs). Only one of these IBDAs is currently being provided with funding by Natural England to be taken forward in each region, and in the South West this is the South Devon IBDA. The IBDAs are seen as pilot areas for landscape scale projects.

6. What does this mean for the Wiltshire BAP? The way forward…
Sarah Wilkinson, Biodiversity Action Plan Officer, Wiltshire Wildlife Trust

See the full presentation shortly at www.biodiversitywiltshire.org.uk or on request from Sarah Wilkinson.
The Wiltshire BAP was revised in 2008 and Working Groups were set up to take the Habitat and Species Action Plans forwards (there was one Species Action Plan, a group plan for Bats). As discussed by the other speakers there are now moves nationally towards a more landscape scale spatial approach to BAP. In Wiltshire we have identified the 10 Biodiversity Delivery Areas mentioned by Naomi, and these BDAs will form the focus of the BAP going forwards. Some BDAs, such as the West Wiltshire Batscapes BDA have already been progressed and are moving forwards quickly. The discussion sessions in the afternoon part of the Forum event were a starting point in getting some of the other BDAs progressed and in starting to form groups of people to take them forward.

But what about the existing BAP?

The Wiltshire BAP is an extremely useful document that a lot of hard work went into producing. In addition we still have an obligation to report progress against the existing BAP onto BARS. Therefore we are not proposing that the existing BAP be scrapped, rather its approach be altered to the landscape scale. Existing Action Plans will still be reported against, but it is proposed that this is done by email and telephone rather than by meeting in many cases.

Some existing HAP and SAP groups have a natural new focus, e.g. the Bats group is now looking at taking forwards the Batscapes Project, and it is probable that the Calcareous Grassland working group will take forward the chalk BDAs. Some HAP groups do not have a natural focus however, and a discussion group was held in the afternoon session to look at how action is delivered for these habitats (including Standing Open Water, Neutral Grassland, Hedgerows and Farmland Habitats). In addition there are some HAPs such as Built Environments and Traditional Orchards that do not fit into this new model and function well as they are now because they already have a specific focus.

What about the white space?

Focus on BDAs does not preclude action in other parts of the county not covered by BDAs. The BDA approach simply provides an opportunity for us as a partnership to focus our work. We will be supportive of and help however we can, any groups that come to us with biodiversity related project ideas elsewhere in the county. Work in these areas also helps to link BDAs up. Also, the current targets and actions in the BAP will continue to be reported against, and many of these are county wide.

7. Feedback from afternoon discussion sessions

I have provided summaries only below – the full write ups of the information recorded on the flip charts are available on request.
Wiltshire Chalk Country

Phil Sheldrake, RSPB

Purpose of discussion session: to discuss how the Wiltshire Chalk Country BDA could be delivered, whether alone or in conjunction with the other chalk BDAs, and the role of the existing Calcareous Grasslands Working Group
Key points that came out of the discussion:

· Current targets within the BAP are still valid

· Outreach and education are important areas to work on

· It is proposed that all three chalk BDAs are included in one working group rather than being taken forward separately (Chalk Country, Marlborough and Pewsey Downs, West Wiltshire Downs) and that the existing Calcareous Grassland Working Group can form the basis of this new group.
· It is important to work towards identifying areas for habitat enhancement to link with Wiltshire Council development plans in advance of conservation credits
· Engage with Wiltshire Council for education and outreach to promote Wiltshire’s chalk grassland heritage
· Important for this group to look at the wider ecosystem services approach

Greater Savernake

Ian Briscoe, Forestry Commission
Purpose of discussion session: to discuss how the Savernake BDA could be delivered, who would need to be involved, and whether it could be taken forward by the existing Woodland Working Group.
Key points that came out of the discussion:

· The group agreed that this was a hurriedly constructed BDA and so one of the first things that was discussed was whether it was worth taking the BDA forward. It was agreed that it is worth taking this area forward as a BDA

· It was also agreed that the BDA would be taken forward by the Woodland HAP group

· The group decided to revise the BDA boundary so that it is based on the map of Savernake in 1200

· The group should not just focus on woodland, but should look much wider, at all habitats in the area, linking them together

· Funding and leadership are the key issues

· The AONB agreed to take a lead role

· One community not picked up in the morning session was the landowner

· The group would be looking for a wider membership
Braydon Forest

Paul Darby, Wiltshire Wildlife Trust

Purpose of discussion session: to determine what needs to be done in the Braydon Forest area to take it forward as a BDA, with particular reference to the fact that the funding for the existing landscape scale project in the area runs out in 2011.

Key points that came out of the discussion:

· Paul Darby and his team have been working in the area for a long time and have trust and good working relationships with a number of farmers
· The most worrying thing is that funding is ending next year

· Project area should be widened to include Trust reserves

· More time needs to be spent coordinating volunteers

· In future the Project could promote more Nature Map delivery in the area

· The existing Project is a good demonstration model and could be rolled out to other areas of the county

· Also more time could be spent on improving the identity of the Braydon Forest

· There could be more integration with Parish Councils in the area
· Next steps: compare/contrast with similar projects such as Forest of Dean, New Forest, Savernake etc.
Batscapes

Fiona Elphick, Wiltshire Council

Purpose of discussion session: a new Batscapes Project has been started in the West Wiltshire BDA, and the first steps have been taken in applying for funding and taking the project forward. This session was an opportunity to involve a wider partnership in the project and look for ideas and opportunities.

Key points that came out of the group:

· Important to identify all of the projects that are going on in the project area and outside the project area, that the Batscapes Project could work with. There is a huge amount of work going on already. ACTION: All members of the group to email Sarah with details of any projects that they are involved with or are aware of in the area, that Batscapes should be linking in with.

· There is a large amount of quite scientific research that has been done, particularly within the SAC, but what about the other bats?

· The project should seek to identify habitat for other bats

· What do we do about the bit in the middle of the project area where there are fewer records? Potentially could target areas in 1km squares in the middle part of the area to get more records.

· Bat warden in every Parish?

· The group discussed also the data problems that exist

Community involvement in the Biodiversity Action Plan
Charles Routh, Natural England

Purpose of discussion session: traditionally the BAP has not been very good at engaging with local communities, and this session provided an opportunity to look at how we could begin to work more effectively at a local level, particularly with reference to the Big Society approach. Charles has also prepared some maps showing environmental assets in each Community Area, and a guide showing what could be done for biodiversity at a local level.

Key points that came out of the group:

· What skills are there to provide advice to local communities? There are lots of skills already out there e.g. Tree Wardens

· Would be good to have a skills audit so that we know what resources are already available, and to know about which community groups exist that are interested in conservation, and what community biodiversity projects are in existence. 

· Durrington Town Council have got lots of enthusiasts – what do they do next? They would like a small team to do stuff – how can this happen?

· Example given of Camberwell Golf Course – engaging people playing golf, requesting sponsorship for bird boxes

· Parish magazines – opportunity for local people to submit records of e.g. swifts, linked to the WSBRC as a means of stimulating interest in biodiversity.

What about habitats that don’t fit easily into a specific Biodiversity Delivery Area?

Sarah Wilkinson, Wiltshire Wildlife Trust and Simon Smart, Black Sheep Consultancy 

Purpose of discussion group: there are a number of priority habitats that could potentially get missed if we followed a BDA only approach in future. This workshop session looked at how we can ensure that action for these habitats continues, whether that be reinvigorating existing working groups or creating a new group that looked at all of these habitats.

Key points that came out of the group:

· Some existing BAP working groups are flagging – they worked well to begin with but have run out of momentum. Could there be one new group formed that looked at all these habitats?

· There does need to be a group set up that can better address these habitats

· This could focus on the work in the “white space” and be a “bridging group”
· There was some discussion over whether delivery for these habitats could be driven through County Wildlife Site work but this probably wouldn’t cover everything that was needed.
· The habitats that don’t fit easily in BDAs were agreed to be: neutral grassland, farmland habitats, hedgerows, standing open water. Plus orchards to some extent, although the main delivery mechanism for the Orchards HAP is the Wiltshire Traditional Orchards Project.

· The group came up with three main objectives going forwards. These were that this new working group should:
· Provide the link for all of these habitats with the BDA groups, to ensure that the BDA groups are all considering these habitats within their areas. The group can act as a means of support on any issues coming up with these habitats specifically.

· Provide links between BDAs by looking at the “white space” - the habitat outside BDAs.

· Engage with communities in the “white space”.
There is still a requirement for individual habitat groups to stay formed in some format, particularly for reporting, in particular the Farmland HAP group needs to consider what will happen to delivery once the South West Farmland Bird Initiative finishes.

ACTION: Sarah Wilkinson to send round a draft brief for this group
The River Avon BDA

Dianne Matthews, Natural England

Purpose of discussion group: to determine the way forward for the River Avon BDA, and whether this could be considered as part of the existing Rivers and Streams Working Group or if it should be carried forward separately.
The River Avon Biodiversity Delivery Area discussion workshop had a mixture of representatives both familiar with the River Avon and ongoing projects and those new to the River Avon. Several representatives had chalk stream and wetland interests that were non-River Avon and there was a lot of concern that the focus (and resource) to restore these habitats outside of the River Avon Area would be lost.  There will be a need for really good coordination to ensure that this is not the case especially if any working group that goes forward is specific to the River Avon BDA.     

A brief report on the extent of the projects and work that is ongoing on the River Avon SSSI (and the two major Life funded projects which have recently completed) was made to the workshop, however a fair number of the representatives present in the workshop were unaware of these projects and the consensus was that there was a need for a working group for the River Avon BDA to both have an overview and involvement so that specific issues could be identified and taken forward by the relevant group (via their representative) and work to resolve them, by e.g. NFU, highways, NE.  A question of whether projects are actually achieving anything or whether the right representatives are involved.  There is a big issue of a lack of communication by groups actively involved in projects on the river to a wider interest group. Need for EA to be represented/lead any group.

There was discussion around the extent of any area – whether the river itself (from source to sea) or the river corridor or the whole catchment should be included. Was felt that species in particular depended on the whole river and any group focused on the Avon should include representatives from Hampshire as well.   A small number within the group felt that any new working group should target the non-designated reaches (headwaters and the tributaries such as the Ebble) where statutory drivers and therefore projects and resource is presently not targeted and also particular issues on the river as a whole that are presently not sufficiently addressed by ongoing projects such as public awareness and community participation.  There was some discussion on the role of statutory bodies and regulation to achieve restoration of the river habitat (SSSI/SAC area) vs. voluntary measures.  

The involvement of the wider local community was touched on and this was felt to be one area that will be the biggest challenge as the River Avon is predominantly in private ownership with very limited public access.  It is, however important to build on the legacy of the Living River Project and look for opportunities such as involvement in the Wiltshire Invasive Plant Project with voluntary groups pulling Himalayan Balsam.  One suggestion was the need/possibility for a campaign for the River Avon (similar to campaign for the farmed environment) to promote/develop a river corridor community that everyone (landowners/householders/fishing clubs) could feel a part of (and also encourage active participation) therefore raising awareness and targeting solutions that generally need to be undertaken on a voluntary basis such as tackling issues such as diffuse pollution, invasive plants, water efficiency, or creating new wetland habitat.

8. Request from Gary Mantle

There may be a disposal of government land holdings shortly, and it would be good to ensure that there is sufficient dialogue over this in advance. Wiltshire Wildlife Trust has offered to host a meeting with an independent Chair for any organisations that would like to participate in a structured transparent process to discuss this. ACTION FOR FORUM: anyone who would like to participate to contact Sarah Wilkinson and spread the word. 

9. Summing up

Simon Brenman – South West Wildlife Trusts

Key points:

· Importance of ecosystem services

· The importance of there being “One Truth for Wiltshire” and of everyone commenting on the Joint Strategic Assessment, to begin the process of getting wildlife and nature up the agenda in the county.

· Possible new structure for biodiversity action coordination in the county – we can hold Wiltshire PLC to account but we need the intelligence to do this. We also need to bring in a wider range of players. We should widen our approach to create new dynamic partnerships.

· Plus the importance of language, and of using the right language for the right audience.

Final note

Big thanks go to Simon as Chair, to all of the speakers, all of the discussion group leads, and to everyone who helped with the organisation of the event, beforehand and on the day itself. Also a big thank you to everyone who attended the event, and contributed to all of the different parts of the day.

Please send any comments to Sarah Wilkinson: sarahwilkinson@wiltshirewildlife.org
