
10
countryside
survey –
where next?

Some aspects of the habitats and landscapes of the United

Kingdom are changing rapidly, and it is clear that if we are to

manage this change so that it delivers the many things that we

want from the countryside, then we will need to periodically update

our information base. The results of the Countryside Surveys need

to be fully and critically evaluated, so that we can learn from them

and develop appropriate responses.
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10.1 This report has presented some of the

results from Countryside Survey 2000 and the

Northern Ireland Countryside Survey 2000.

Even at this early stage of scientific analysis they

reveal much about the changes that have taken

place in the UK countryside between 1990 and

1998. However, further work is needed if we are

to have a more complete understanding of the

ecological patterns and processes associated with

our rural areas, the causes of landscape and

habitat change and the consequences for

biodiversity and quality of the countryside.

10.2 This report has provided some data on

stock and change of Broad Habitats including

vegetation, linear features, freshwaters and soils;

more will be made available on the CS2000

website1. The new Land Cover Map 2000 will

be completed in 2001, and the results are being

compiled of the survey of breeding birds and

soil analyses. A series of important research

tasks and issues lies ahead to better understand

the significance of the results and the

underlying causes.

Understanding what has been measured

10.3 The CS2000 field data have been analysed

using a series of condition measures. Some of

these indicators are straightforward, such as the

area of a particular Broad Habitat. Others are

more complex, such as the various measures that

relate to the environmental situation under

which plant species are typically found. Increases

in nutrient scores may well indicate

eutrophication – i.e. an increase in nutrient

inputs to the land. However, a degree of increase

in these scores may also occur through natural

succession from disturbed to undisturbed land.

Further work is needed to clarify how the

measures should be interpreted.

Bringing the data together

10.4 Integration of the different data sets

developed as part of CS2000 and NICS2000 will

allow a range of environmental issues to be

considered. We already have one clear example

from this report, namely the relationship

between the improvements in biological

condition of freshwaters, and the tendency for

stream and riverbanks to have become more

overgrown. Are these changes linked, and if so,

are there lessons to be learned about creating a

diversity of waterside management regimes to

conserve both freshwater life and the diversity of

vegetation of watersides?

10.5 One of the most important challenges is to

bring together the field survey data with the new

Land Cover Map 2000 (LCM2000). The

comprehensive coverage of the Land Cover Map

complements the detail of the field survey.

Integration of the two datasets will help us to

infer more detail about Broad Habitats and their

species than either can provide alone. The Land

Cover Map offers a framework for extrapolation

of field observations giving greater precision than

we can achieve at present. Further work will

seek to quantify the inter-relationships between

soils, land use, habitat management, vegetation,

bird life and freshwater conditions from the

survey squares, and extend this knowledge

regionally and nationally through LCM2000.

10.6 Much of the CS2000 data analysis to date

has concerned ecological changes in the

countryside where the scientific methods are well

developed. However, changes in the appearance

and the cultural values of the landscape matter

just as much to many people. Different

1 www.cs2000.org.uk
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approaches have been developed for evaluating

landscapes in different parts of the UK. In England,

for example, the Countryside Agency has

undertaken an assessment of Countryside

Character, which provides a framework for

targeting advice on countryside management and

planning. We need to see how information from

CS2000 and NICS2000 can help us to measure

changes in countryside character. As part of the

Quality of Life Counts initiative, the Government

intends to develop an indicator of ‘countryside

quality’ which will draw together information

on countryside character with changes measured

in CS2000.

Understanding causes of change

10.7 CS2000 data describe what has happened.

It is clearly better both to know and understand

what has happened, so that it is possible to plan

ahead for change in the future. For example,

the results so far suggest eutrophication in many

Broad Habitats, and a decline in the quality of

those grasslands that are more important for

conservation. Why have these changes

happened? What are the respective roles of

agriculture and atmospheric deposition, and are

we seeing the effects of recent nutrient inputs

or the slower response to nutrients that were

entering the soil years ago?

10.8 Using CS2000 data, we can identify the

patterns of nutrient change, and relate them to

the patterns of fertiliser use and atmospheric

deposition, taking into account differences in

soils. We can look to experiments to help us

distinguish between slow and rapid vegetation

responses, and experience of habitat restoration

techniques will help tell us how changes in

vegetation can be controlled and reversed.

APPLYING FERTILISER TO IMPROVED GRASSLANDS, CUMBRIA (C BARR)

Evaluating present and future policies

10.9 The Quality of Life Counts indicators on

landscape features and plant diversity give a

general impression of the success of policies to

manage the countryside. But we need to go further

to examine the effects of policies in more detail.

CS2000 provides a reference point, against which

changes in habitats within agri-environment

schemes and designated areas can be compared.

The data on vegetation and soils can be used to

calculate the effects of land use changes on the

amounts of carbon being stored in the ground and

released to the atmosphere – an important part of

the Kyoto Protocol on climate change. The data

provide a baseline for future monitoring of the

effects of global climate change and can be used in

models, which aim to predict how the countryside

may change in the future.

10.10 Not all policies work directly on the land,

they often apply to the people that work upon it.

CS2000 provides data which can help us

understand how land use and management affects

the landscape and the species within it. If we

learn about the relationships between policies,

socio-economic circumstances and how land is

used and managed, then it becomes possible to

suggest how economic policies (such as the

Common Agricultural Policy) may affect the

fabric of the countryside.
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Planning future landscapes

10.11 The capacity of wildlife species to thrive

in the countryside depends partly upon

landscape pattern. Habitat patches that are small

and isolated will tend to lose their distinctive

species over time while landscape patterns,

which help wildlife to disperse, may reduce this

isolation. It will be possible to assess landscape

structure, using the Land Cover Map 2000

remote sensing technologies (Box 10.1), to

Box 10.1: New opportunities for countryside monitoring

As part of the forward-looking programme of scientific activity within the CS2000 work programme, research

has considered what opportunities new technologies offer for the collection of habitat and landscape data.

Airborne remote sensing techniques may well provide new sources of data for any future Countryside Survey.

The images below are for a 1km sample square in an area of southern England dominated by arable farming.

CASI and LIDAR can also be combined to give a ‘3-dimensional view’ of the countryside

so that we can more easily interpret and understand landscape structure and pattern.

In this scene the sample square is viewed from the bottom left hand corner.

LIght Detection And Ranging (LIDAR) is a terrain

mapping system using an airborne scanning laser.

This can calculate surface height at an accuracy

within 15cm, giving detailed digital elevation data,

and spatial data on vegetation canopy height. Such

data literally add an extra dimension to land-cover

classification using spectral imagery. In the case of

hedgerows, for example, the imagery can provide

important, quantitative information about structure.

This image shows land cover data obtained from the

Compact Airborne Spectrographic Imager (CASI).

This sensor records spectral radiance in visible and

near-infrared wavelengths that can give information

for vegetation analysis. Not only can land cover and

Broad Habitat data be derived from the image, but it

can also tell us much about the structure of linear

features such as hedgerows.
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suggest what changes would help conserve our

biodiversity in the face of changing land use and

climates. We can also develop computer models

to suggest alternative visions for landscapes.

We can assess land around towns, to see whether

it gives a combination of open access areas,

landscape quality, biodiversity and economic

productivity that will be valued, or whether some

changes are needed.

The next Countryside Survey?

10.12 The results of Countryside Survey 2000

and the Northern Ireland Countryside Survey

2000 clearly show that some of the negative

trends of habitat loss evident in the countryside

before 1990 have been slowed, halted or

reversed. These gains partly result from policy

measures implemented over the last decade,

such as incentives for hedgerow management

and farm woodland schemes. However, it may

be too early to see the benefits of more recent

policy changes, and so the results of the

Countryside Surveys represent a base line to help

assess the effectiveness of these new measures.

10.13 The results of the Countryside Surveys

also allow us to put the gains that have been

observed in a broader context. For while there

have been some successes, there is evidence that

the condition of many habitats has declined

since 1990, continuing trends that were apparent

in the 1980s. This is especially so in the less

improved agricultural grasslands and semi-

natural upland habitats of Heath, Bog and

Acid Grassland. There is some evidence for

widespread nutrient enrichment, or

eutrophication. Such changes may reflect wider

environmental, social and economic pressures.

Further work is required to understand the

patterns of change that have been detected and

to understand their policy implications.

10.14 It is clear that if we are to manage this

dynamic situation so that it delivers the many

things that we want from the countryside, then

we will need to periodically update our

information base. As in the past, it is likely that

new information needs will be identified, and

new methods of survey developed, see Box 10.1.

However continuity with previous work is

essential for the detection and assessment of long

term trends. The results of Countryside Survey

2000 and the Northern Ireland Countryside

Survey 2000 need to be fully and critically

evaluated, so that we can learn from them and

be well prepared to meet the demand for future

assessments of the condition of the countryside.


