Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 11: Where did increases in Fen, Marsh & Swamp occur? What are the possible causes? What are the botanical characteristics of these new areas? What are the wider implications for biodiversity? 

[Posted 06/01/03]

Recent changes in area and condition of Fen, Marsh & Swamp(FMS)
 

Changes in area


In 1998 FMS was estimated to make up 2.3% of GB land cover with 66% of this being in Scotland (CS2000 web-tables). CS2000 reported three statistically significant changes in area of FMS between 1990-’98 (Haines-Young et al 2000). A 27% increase in England with Wales, an 18.7% increase in Scotland and an 18.6% decrease in Northern Ireland. As a proportion of the 1990 stock by zone, the largest increase was seen in zone 1 in England & Wales (123%) although in area terms the estimate was relatively small (13,000ha with a 95%CI of 1,700ha to 27,400ha). In Scotland the national increase in extent was largely a consequence of increases in the upland zones 5 and 6. The different landscape locations of these changes suggest that the identity and vegetation condition of broad habitats gaining or losing stock to FMS are likely to differ considerably; so too might the causes of these changes. 


Patterns of flow between Broad Habitats at the GB level indicated that the increase in area amounted to 39% of the 1990 stock. This was largely gained from parcels mapped as Improved, Neutral or Acid Grassland, Bog or Conifer in 1990. These types of shift imply the involvement of increased seasonal flooding, clear-felling and and possibly rush expansion in wetter grasslands. Of the 18% of GB stock that was lost from FMS, most was gained by Improved, Neutral or Acid Grassland and Bog (Haines-Young et al 2000). Further exploration of the robustness and causes of parcel-based change in FMS area forms a core component of this topic question.

Change in condition


Existing analyses of change in vegetation condition between 1990-’98 were carried out on three subsets of repeat plots and each type of analysis can help address a different type of question about change. ‘Staysame’ analyses examined change in vegetation condition in plots that remained in the same Broad Habitat over the eight year period ie. stock carried over. ‘Staysame’ results for FMS showed that there had been a statistically significant reduction in light score in Scottish X plots implying reduced disturbance and greater shade in larger stands. In addition, increases in substrate fertility were implied by Ellenberg fertility score increases in Scottish Y plots (ie. small fragments of FMS) and in Y plots in the western, lowland zone 2 in England & Wales. No significant changes in wetness score were detected, suggesting an absence of change in patterns of seasonal inundation in FMS stock carried over despite possible change in fertility and disturbance regime (CS2000 web-tables).


’90-based’ analyses focussed on change from a common Broad Habitat starting point but plots could have changed BH over time. Results for FMS tended to show the same pattern as the ‘staysame’ analyses. Most statistically significant changes were seen in smaller habitat fragments (Y plots) and these shifts suggested reduced disturbance and increased fertility. As would be expected if some stock had been lost to typically drier BH, wetness score significantly declined across the GB population but again, only in Y plots (CS2000 web-tables).


The ‘turnover’ analyses contrasted the condition of new stock in 1998 with stock present in 1990 but absent in 1998. For FMS the only significant difference in Ellenberg scores was for higher fertility scores in Y and X plots in 1998 based on the total GB population (CS2000 web-tables).


Two further points are worth adding with regard to the additional analyses of FMS vegetation planned under this FOCUS topic. Firstly, profound floristic change can rapidly occur in fen vegetation without this resulting in a change in BH. For example, soligenous rich-fen can change into a species-poor reedbed following lowering of the groundwater table and lack of management (Harding 1993). Hence, lack of change in BH is not necessarily an indicator of vegetation stability or even of a smaller magnitude change in species richness or ecological conditions. Secondly, FMS incorporates three priority habitats that between them cover a wide range of floristic variation and conservation interest. Indeed, these three PH are each associated with their own particular threats, history of change, threatened biota and geographical extent and these differences are reflected by their separate habitat action plans (see below). Also, the CS sample of parcels and plots may include borderline vegetation such as Juncus co-dominated rough grazing, which reflects the difficulty in differentiating clearly between Acid Grassland, Neutral Grassland and FMS in the field. Given this wide range of variation, further characterisation of the FMS sample will be essential in assessing the representation of the three PH and therefore the significance to conservation policy of the detected net increase in extent, patterns of turnover and change in vegetation condition over time.  

Differentiation between the PH at the plant community level and also the description of most designated fens is typically based on allocation of swards to the communities and sub-communities of the NVC (Rodwell 1991; Jackson 2000). Therefore an assessment of the representation of the PH in the CS sample will be carried out using the NVC.

The policy context for changes in Fen, Marsh & Swamp

DEFRA Public Service Agreement (PSA)


The PSA set out the aims and objectives of individual government departments. With the formation of DEFRA in 2001 a new set of PSA statements and targets were drawn up by the ministerial team. The PSA targets are coined as specific actions some of which form relevant policy background to this question. These are: 

· PSA Target 6: Bring into favourable condition by 2010 95% of all nationally important wildlife sites compared to 60% of sites currently estimated to be in such condition.

· PSA Target 14: open up public access to mountain, moor, heath and down and registered common land by the end of 2005.

· Remaining CSR 1998 target: Contribute to a more attractive and accessible countryside by increasing the area protected and enhanced under the major agri-environment schemes.

National and international biodiversity policy


Most of the largest areas of FMS in Britain are already designated as SSSI and NNR, Special Protection Areas (SPA) or Wetlands of International Importance under the Ramsar Convention. Together these designations under domestic and European driven legislation can cover sites supporting all three of the Priority Habitats that constitute the Broad Habitat.

Outside designated sites, obligations for habitat and species conservation fall under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan that sets out a strategy for conservation of specific habitats and species. Under the UK BAP FMS covers three priority habitats, each covered by their own Habitat Action Plans. These are Purple moor grass and rush pastures (also known as Culm Grasslands), Fens and Reedbeds. The biological interest features differ to some extent between the PH and this is reflected in the action plans for each. For example, reedbeds are among the most important habitats for birds in the UK so that variation in importance of reedbed tends to vary with size of site and geographic coincidence with the range of resident or visiting bird species. Fens, are associated with a range of scarce plants and invertebrates that can vary greatly in their geographic restriction and ecological preferences. Thus the soligenous fens of the New Forest have a different character and associated biota than the topogenous base-poor fens of the Scottish Insh Marshes (Rodwell 1991; Fojt 1994). Purple moor grass and rush pastures also comprise a particular range of plant communities valued for their botanical as well as bird and invertebrate interest. Again, the largest known extents of these tend to have been designated although in many instances this has not guaranteed protection from threats to the condition of the site (UK biodiversity Steering Group 1995)

Environmental Impact Assessment


In 2002 the existing government regulations that required EIA to precede planned development and forestry were extended to cover “..the use of uncultivated land or semi-natural areas for intensive agricultural purposes.”
  These extended measures complete the implementation of the European EIA Directive but also contribute to the wider aims of promoting sustainable agriculture. See policy context for T1 – Q2 for further information on the policy background.

Threats to the FMS broad habitat – past and present


A more detailed account is available in the UK Steering Group Report (1995) also see Fojt (1994). The following table summarises the main threats by the three constituent PH.
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p = threat more apparent in the past.

Key actions from each Priority Habitat Action Plan

Purple moor grass and rush pastures

· Secure sympathetic management of at least 13,500 ha of purple moor grass and rush pasture by the year 2000, divided between the four countries as follows: Wales 4,000 ha, England 5,000 ha, Northern Ireland 4,000 ha and Scotland 500 ha.

· Initiate experimental attempts to re-create 500 ha of purple moor grass and rush pasture on land adjacent to, or nearby, existing sites, by the year 2005.

· The aim is to secure favourable management for a minimum of 25% of this scarce habitat within the time frame. This is considered to be achievable within the likely resource allocations. Whilst the priority is to secure sympathetic management for the existing resource, where there are real opportunities to reverse fragmentation or to enlarge sites to make management viable, a small figure of 500 ha has been targeted.

· Take account of the conservation requirements of purple moor grass and rush pastures in developing and adjusting agri-environment schemes. 

· Consider developing and tailoring new incentive schemes in Scotland and Northern Ireland to benefit purple moor grass and rush pasture, to enable the targets for management and re-creation to be met in these countries. 

· Woodland expansion should not be encouraged on the more valuable areas, but some less ecologically valuable sites could be suitable for, for example, new native woodlands. 

· Support local initiatives to find and map purple moor grass and rush pasture sites, and seek to protect and conserve them within development plans by 2000. 

Reedbeds

· Identify and rehabilitate by the year 2000 the priority areas of existing reedbed (targeting those of 2ha or more) and maintain this thereafter by active management.

· This target should provide habitat for 40 pairs of bitterns and provide optimum conditions for other reedbed species and should be targeted primarily in the south-east.

· Create 1,200 ha of new reedbed on land of low nature conservation interest by 2010.

· The creation of new reedbed should be in blocks of at least 20 ha with priority for creation in areas near to existing habitat, and linking to this wherever possible. The target should provide habitat for an estimated 60 breeding pairs of bitterns boosting numbers to previous levels. It should be targeted in the south-east of Britain.
· Continue to notify nationally important sites as SSSI/ASSI by 1998. 

· Continue the existing programme of designations of internationally important sites as SPA and/or Ramsar and SAC by 2004. 

· Develop a clear national strategy for reedbed creation and management by 1997, cross-relating to coastal management plans, ESAs, set-aside and mineral extraction plans, and ensuring that an effective level of monitoring and inventory is maintained. 

· Consider modifying or expanding existing habitat schemes such as Wildlife Enhancement Schemes (WES), Tir Cymen, ESAs, Countryside Stewardship, Nitrate Sensitive Areas and Habitat Scheme to encourage and allow for the creation of 1,200 ha of reedbed. Priority should be given also to reedbed creation as a preferred condition of after-use for mineral extraction sites. 

· Encourage the development of both sympathetic water abstraction, water level management policies and of appropriate coastal zone management plans in order to protect existing reedbeds.

Fens

· Identify priority fen sites in critical need of, and initiate, rehabilitation by the year 2005. All rich fen and other sites with rare communities should be considered.

· Ensure appropriate water quality and water quantity for the continued existence of all SSSI/ASSI fens by 2005.

· Review water quality and set standards for fens by year 1998 through the appropriate government agencies and departments. Aim to meet these targets by year 2010. 

· Review water resource uses by 1998 and aim to meet these targets where they affect fens by year 2010. 

· Consider modifying or expand existing habitat schemes and countryside schemes such as the Wildlife Enhancement Scheme (WES), Tir Cymen, ESA`s, Countryside Stewardship and Nitrate Sensitive Areas to encourage the protection of fens from agricultural contaminants.

· Prepare and implement water level management plans.
References:

Jackson, D.L. (2000) Guidance on the interpretation of the Biodiversity Broad Habitat Classification: Definitions and relationships with other habitat classifications. JNCC report, no.307. JNCC, Peterborough.

Haines-Young, R.H., Barr, C.J., Black, H.I.J., Briggs, D.J., Bunce, R.G.H., Clarke, R.T., Cooper, A., Dawson, F.H., Firbank, L.G., Fuller, R.M., Furse, M.T., Gillespie, M.K., Hill, R., Hornung, M., Howard, D.C., McCann, T., Morecroft, M.D., Petit, S., Sier, A.R.J., Smart, S.M., Smith, G.M., Stott, A.P., Stuart, R.C., and Watkins, J.W. (2000). Accounting for nature: assessing habitats in the UK countryside. Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, London.

Harding, M. (1993) Redgrave & Lopham Fens, East Anglia: A case study of change in flora and fauna due to groundwater abstraction. Biol.Cons. 66, 35-45.

Rodwell, J. (1991) British Plant Communities: Volume 2 Mires & Heaths. CUP.

Fojt, W. (1994) The conservation of British fens. British Wildlife. 5, 355-366.

The UK Steering Group Report (1995). Vol 2. HMSO. London.

� CS2000 mapping definition (Jackson 2000; CS2000 Field Handbook): “This habitat occurs on ground that is permanently, seasonally or periodically waterlogged as a result of ground water or surface run-off. It can occur on peat, peaty soils or mineral soils. It covers a wide range of wetland vegetation including fens, flushes, marshy grasslands, rush-pastures, swamps and reedbeds.”


� See www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/busplan/01psa.htm


� See guidelines at � HYPERLINK "http://www.defra.gov.uk/environ/eia/" ��http://www.defra.gov.uk/environ/eia/�


� Actions taken from each plan at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ukbap.org.uk/species.htm" ��www.ukbap.org.uk/species.htm� 





