Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 13:  What are the possible causes of more overgrown streamside vegetation? What are the implications for other species groups and associated freshwater habitats?

[Posted 06/01/03]

The following policy context statement has been drafted but has not yet been circulated for comment:

The changes in streamside vegetation were among the strongest shown by any of the vegetation plots recorded in CS20001. The signal was most marked in the lowlands of England, Wales and Scotland. Here, the results were consistent with successional changes toward more extensive cover of woody vegetation along streamsides. Species such as hawthorne (Crataegus monogyna) and bramble (Rubus fruticosus agg.) showed marked increases along streamsides since the 1990 survey. These reported changes may be compared with the results from analyses of the CS1990 vegetation during the ECOFACT programme2. These showed that for a range of indicator species for unimproved grassland (supplied by English Nature), acidic and mesotrophic grassland indicators species were recorded in a greater proportion of streamside plots than any other plot type. It was concluded that streamsides formed important refugia for these indicator species in lowlands as their occurrence was lower in the wider countryside in the lowlands when compared to results in the uplands. Over the same period from 1990 to 1998, changes in the biological condition of streams was measured by CS2000 using and index system called the Biological Monitoring Working Party (BMWP) score3 and the RIVPACS software4.  When grades of site quality produced by this system are compared between 1990 and 1998, it was evident that there had been a marked improvement in the overall biological condition of sites over the eight year period. The improvement was apparent across the country in all regions and supports finding of an earlier national study carried out between 1990 and 19955. The Environment Agency report an improvement in the chemical grade of rivers in England and Wales and sharp decrease in pollutant load over the same period6. As well as these changes, the management of streamsides asmeans  buffer strips has been researched7 as a means to reduce sediment, fertiliser and pesticide inputs. Mature buffer strips may provide a valuable habitat for sustaining and allowing migration of freshwater and terrestrial wildlife.

The perceived ecological gains from development of more woody riparian buffer strips may conflict with the lost of habitat for plant species that are being threatened in the wider countryside and for whom streamside have formed an important refuge. There is a need to define habitat and conservation objective in the riparian zone so that appropriate management regimes can be developed. These may need to balance different ecological functions of the riparian zone in what is clearly a dynamic period for this habitat. 
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