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Sites of Special Scientific Interest
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Foreword:

I am a student of the FH-Erfurt (University of Applied Sciences) in
Germany in the 5" semester and do my placement semester from
October 2006 to March 2007 at the Countryside Council for Wales
(CCW). I work with the Wales Biodiversity Partnership Secretariat
and Protected Landscape Conservation teams as a student
placement. After two years of studying we have to work for one
semester to force our theoretical knowledge into some practical
application, to get some work experience and to see what the
occupational field of a Landscape architect is like. In further one and
a half years of studying I can do my Diploma in Landscape
architecture with specification in Landscape planning.

In accepting the placement, I have to write a short report and
provide a presentation of what I have done, for my University. And
I have to write a report for CCW about the project what my three
supervisors Joanna Robertson, Carole Rothwell and Howard Davies
prepared for me.

The focus of my work is to prove or disprove the null hypothesis: A
greater proportion of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) are
in favourable condition in Protected Landscapes than in the rest of
the countryside. And the contribution of SSSIs to conserve
Biodiversity in the four local authorities in North-west Wales,
Conwy, Snowdonia National Park, Gwynedd and Anglesey.

The information and data I worked with is mainly based on
literature, oral interviewing, software called Maplnfo and different
spreadsheets. I couldn’t do all the monitoring and evaluation of
more than a hundred sites, and there have been limited site visits in
the short time I've been here. So this is mainly a desk exercise to
try to find answers, solutions and unbiased opinions/statements.

Greetings goes out to all the friendly CCW staff I met and took time
to help me. I like to thank especially my three supervisors Joanna
Robertson, who made it possible to work for that time with CCW
and was pleased to help me, Carole Rothwell and Howard Davies,
who told me interesting things and showed me around protected
landscapes, the rest in Wales and always tried to help me too.
Colette Price and Lyn who cared very well about me and have been
a sort of family. Julia Korn and Rachel Parry for giving me
sometimes a lift home after work. All the nice Badminton crew, as
well as Jon, Jenny, Allyson, Gaynor, Pippa, Helga and Eve. And
Howard Sutcliffe from the Cwlydian AONB.

Editor: J6érg Jager; Bangor, February 2007
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1. Background

1.1 Etymology of ‘Landscape’

The word landscape was first recorded in English in 1598. It was
taken from the Dutch painters’ term landschap, from land (land,
area) and the suffix —schap (-ship), when the Dutch artist became
masters of the landscape genre. The Dutch word meant simply
“region, tract of land”, but had acquired the artistic sense (in
English: “a picture depicting scenery on land”). This means people
were first introduced to landscape in pictures and then got the
meaning and realisation of landscape in real life.

The actual (preamble to the European Landscape Convention,
Florence, 20 October 2000) definition of landscape is:

« The landscape...

... has an important public interest role in the cultural, ecological,
environmental and social fields, and constitutes a resource
favourable to economic activity and whose protection, management
and planning can contribute to job creation;

... contributes to the formation of local cultures and ... is a basic
component of the European natural and cultural heritage,
contributing to human well-being and consolidation of the European
identity;

... IS an important part of the quality of life for people everywhere:
in urban areas and in the countryside, in degraded areas as well as
in areas of high quality, in areas recognised as being of outstanding
beauty as well as everyday areas;

... Is @ key element of individual and social well-being and ... its
protection, management and planning entail rights and
responsibilities for everyone

... an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of
the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors. »

1.2 Protected Landscapes in Wales

The finest countryside and landscapes in Wales, England, Scotland
and Northern Ireland are designated by government as National
Parks (NPs) or Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs). Laws
protect these areas not only for the present but also for the future.
The primary statutory purpose for these landscapes is to ensure
conservation and enhancement to their natural beauty. Heritage
Coasts represent stretches of our most beautiful, undeveloped
coastline, but do not enjoy the same statutory status as the other
two designations. All these three areas are often called Protected
Landscapes and represent what is distinctive and special about rural
Wales environmentally and culturally. These are cultural landscapes,
moulded by their communities over millennia.




The idea to designate NPs and AONBs came from John Dower and
Sir Arthur Hobhouse to conserve their natural beauty, it led to the
National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act in 1949. Today
there are 3 NPs in Wales covering about 20% (4.122 km?2) of the
land: Snowdonia (since 1951), Pembrokeshire Coast (since 1952)
and Brecon Beacons (since 1957), and 5 AONBs covering about 5%
(844 km2): Gower (the first since 1956), Isle of Anglesey, Clwydian
Range, LIyn and Wye Valley (partly in England).

The approach to protecting landscapes is based on the fact that
almost all of the land is in private ownership (roughly 70% in SNP
and BBNP, and 86% in PCNP), these are working and living areas.
Success for conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of
protected landscapes has always depended on, and will continue to
depend on, the control of development through the planning system
and the goodwill, sympathetic management by farmers and
landowners.

The two statutory purposes of National Parks are to conserve and
enhance their natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage; and to
promote opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of their
special qualities by the public. National Park Authorities also have a
duty to seek to foster the economic and social well being of their
local communities. They are internationally recognized as Category
V protected areas (Protected Landscapes/Seascapes) by the World
Conservation Union - TUCN.

The primary objective for designating AONBs is the conservation
and enhancement of their natural beauty, although it will also be
appropriate to have regard to the economic and social well being of
the area like NPs. They are also Category V protected areas. The
main difference between NPs and AONBs is the management. NPs
have their own NP Authorities, which are local authorities in their
own right and own planning, development control functions.
National Parks and AONBs are of equal status in terms of landscape
and scenic beauty and both must be afforded the highest status of
protection from inappropriate developments. In National Parks and
AONBs, Local Development Plan policies and development control
decisions should give great weight to conserving and enhancing the
natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage.

Non-statutory designated landscapes in the UK are Heritage Coasts
and in some local authorities Special Landscape Areas, designated
for the coastline, landscape or geological value of the site.

The Statutory Nature Conservation Designations include, for
example, Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), and sites with
international or European responsibilities and obligation for
protection and conservation such as Ramsar or Wetland Sites,
Biosphere Reserves and N2K areas (Natura 2000), such as Special




Protection Areas (SPA; EC Vogelschutzrichtlinie) and Special Areas
of Conservation (SAC; FFH-Richtlinie).

According to the 1949 Act, natural beauty means; flora, fauna,
geological and physiographic features. But today according to the
Countryside Agency’s guidance for writing management plans
(CA23) ‘natural beauty’ is an all embracing term concerned with
everything that goes to make up the landscapes/seascapes,
‘natural’ and ‘human’ things. Geology, climate, soil, flora and fauna,
communities, archaeology, history, language, buildings, people who
live and work in it, sustainable use of resources, the perceptions of
the visitors and tangible values such as intactness, rarity,
wilderness, remoteness and tranquillity.

The greatest threats to natural beauty of protected landscapes are:
e climate change
¢ major built developments on the edge of the National Parks

e unsympathetic incremental small-scale developments within
the Parks

e traffic growth and lighting schemes
e low flying military aircraft (SNP and BBNP)

e visual impact of overgrazing, especially on common land
(chiefly in SNP and BBNP)

e diffuse pollution of water (principally from agricultural
sources)

e upland soil erosion associated with livestock feeding practices
in BBNP and footpath erosion in SNP

1.3 About Biodiversity

This is an all-encompassing term to describe the variety of all life
and natural processes on earth.

The Convention on Biological Diversity 1992 defines it as "the
variability among living organisms from all sources [,,,] this includes
diversity within species, between species and of ecosystems”
(Article 2, CBD).

The target of halting the loss of biodiversity by 2010 is the subject
of several key international agreements. Each recognises the rapid
degradation of ecosystems and habitats, the increasing threat to
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many species populations and the urgent need to take action that
will halt the decline in irreplaceable natural resources and damage
to human well-being.

e The abundance of species has declined by 40% between 1970
and 2000

e Since 2000, 36 million hectares of primary forest have been
lost each year. And Amazon rainforest of the size of Wales is
still cleared every year

e In the Caribbean region, hard coral cover has declined by
80%

e 35% of mangroves have been lost in just 20 years

While at global level, the target is ‘to achieve a significant reduction
of the current rate of biodiversity loss’, the one addressed at EU and
pan-European level, is even more ambitious as to ‘halt the loss of
biodiversity’ by 2010 and recovery in the number, range and
genetic diversity of species by 2026.

Europe’s terrestrial biodiversity often coincides Ilargely in
ecosystems that have a long association with humans. Over the
past millennia human activity has increased the number and variety
of habitats and biodiversity has increased correspondingly. However
over the last century, rapid increases in the use of natural resources
and the spread of human habitation and development have
reversed this trend and species and habitats have been put under
extreme pressure. As a result habitats are being destroyed and
becoming degraded or fragmented, losing their ability to provide the
required goods and services; species are reducing in nhumber and
geographic range. Thus to halt this loss of biodiversity, human
resource use must become sustainable and integrated with
biodiversity conservation.

Located on the western side of an island (Great Britain), the
influence of the Gulf Stream, warm oceanic climate with mild
winters and high rainfall, and because of its geographical position at
the northern limit of Mediterranean species but with sufficient
upland, which spreads nearly all over the country and sometimes up
to 1000m. above sea-level, to accommodate species typical of arctic
alpine regions, Wales’ biodiversity is very rich for a country, which
only covers 10% (20.779 km?2) of the UK land mass. That's why
Wales has a special contribution for biodiversity conservation
national and international. For example, 70% of the Welsh coastal
waters are of European importance and Wales has 40% of the rhos
pasture (a wet, often heathy grazing pasture) resource in the UK.
Having the whole of the population of Ley’s White beam (Sorbus
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leyana), wild cotoneaster (Cotoneaster cambricus) and most of the
population of the Silky Wave moth (Idaea dilutaria) and Chough
(Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax) in the UK, makes Wales very special. The
population of Linnet (Carduelis cannabina) in Wales has remained
stable over a period that has seen it decline drastically in other
parts of UK. With some successes but more declines, there is still
much to do to maintain Wales as a special place for biodiversity.

The greatest threats to biodiversity are:
e climate change

e damage to moorland and unimproved upland grassland
through overgrazing and inappropriate supplementary feeding

e Qacidification of soil and water

e pollution and eutrophication of surface waters by agricultural
fertilizers, livestock manures and pesticides

e lack of grazing on certain agriculturally unproductive habitats
(especially the lowland coastal heathland of PCNP)

1.4 The political context of maintaining biodiversity: Wales
Spatial Plan, Environment Strategy, Planning Policy Wales
and Management Plans for AONBs and NPs:

Wales Spatial Plan:

Since November 2004 the Wales Spatial Plan (People, Places,
Futures) provides one agenda for Wales; it sets out the strategy for
sustainable development of six areas (North East Wales, North West
Wales, Central Wales, South East Wales, Swansea Bay and
Pembrokeshire), economically, socially and environmentally, for the
next 20 years. Common themes that underpin the Assembly
Governments’ objectives are: building sustainable communities,
promoting a sustainable economy, valuing our environment,
achieving sustainable accessibility and respecting distinctiveness.

Environmental objectives for northeast Wales:

e Realising the environmental opportunities of the area such as
re-use of old industrial areas for recreation

e Enhancing countryside and facilities to support tourism and
rural regeneration




For northwest Wales:

e Providing the statistical information needed to both underpin
strategic environment assessment as well as monitoring
future progress and change

Environment Strategy:

The Environment Strategy for Wales plays a significant part in the
delivery of the sustainable development duty (ref the part of the Act
S21 Govt of the Wales Act 1990) and provides the framework for
the Assembly Government and its partners to protect and enhance
the Welsh environment. It addresses specific environmental issues
implementing our obligation under Welsh, UK, European and
International legislation.

The Strategy sets out the context, the challenges Wales faces,
vision for the environment and how Wales will enable change; plus
the focus on key environmental themes (addressing climate change,
sustainable resource use, distinctive biodiversity landscapes and
seascapes, our local environment, environmental hazards).

The strategy is supported by an Action Plan, which details specific
actions, who is responsible and a timescale, aimed at delivering the
vision and outcomes from the strategy. But also local and regional
policies and programmes are needed for delivering the strategy in
the right way. Within the Wales Environment Strategy, the Welsh
Assembly Government wants to halt biodiversity loss and see a
definite recovery from the losses that have already occurred.

Outcomes:

e Nr.16: soil is managed to safeguard its ability to support
plants and animals, store carbon and provide other important
ecosystem services

e Nr.19: the loss of biodiversity has been halted and we can
see a definite recovery in the number, range and genetic
diversity of species, including those species that need very
specific conditions to survive

e Nr.20: the wider environment is more favourable to
biodiversity through appropriate management, reduced
habitat fragmentation and increased extend and
interconnectivity of habitats

e Nr.21: sites of international, Welsh and local importance are
in favourable condition to support the species and habitats for
which they have been identified




e Nr.22: Our seas are clean and support healthy ecosystems
that are biologically diverse, productive and managed
sustainably

These are the five most important outcomes for conserving
biodiversity in the strategy, the timeline is set by 2010, for recovery
actions and favourable conditions of all sites by 2026. There are
great differences in the period of time and value of the actions to
deliver these outcomes. Those responsible are Local Authorities,
National Park Authorities, governmental organisations like
Countryside Council for Wales, Environment Agency, Forestry
Commission Wales and other sectors like landowners and land
managers and the voluntary sector.

Planning Policy Wales:

The purpose of Planning Policy Wales is to set the context for land
use planning policy in a more sustainable way, within local planning
authorities’” statutory Local Development Plans and Development
Control decisions. Land use planning has a role in supporting all the
strategies of the Welsh Assembly Government.

Caring for biodiversity:

The UK Biodiversity Action Plan (UK BAP), published in 1994, is the
UKs' international commitment to the UN Convention on Biological
Diversity 1992 to conserve and enhance: the quality and range of
wildlife habitats and ecosystems; the overall populations and
natural ranges of native species; internationally important and
threatened species, habitats and ecosystems; species, habitats and
natural and managed ecosystems characteristic of local areas; and
biodiversity of natural and semi-natural habitats. The UK BAP
describes the UK's key species (391) and habitats (45) and has
targeted actions (Species Action Plans, SAPs, and Habitat Action
Plans, HAPs, for each key species and habitat on land and in the
sea). These targets are continuously updated and reviewed.

Section 74 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act (CROW Act)
listed all relevant species and habitats from the UK BAP and
additional species and habitats of importance in Wales. The
Assembly has a duty under the CROW Act (now NERC Act 2006 S40
and 42) to conserve (restoration and enhancement) priority species
and habitats for biodiversity. Wales has 24 Local Biodiversity Action
Plan (LBAP) partnerships, based upon the 22 local authority and 3
National Park boundaries. LBAPs identify key species and habitats
for each local partnership area and sets out how these will be
protected and managed, specifies appropriate delivery mechanisms,
to achieve the national goals on a local level. Analysis and
evaluation of the nature conservation resource is clearly a major
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part of the plan, resulting in detailed proposals for action within a
specified period of time. In parallel with this is the development of
an effective partnership with key players, particularly land
managers, to identify appropriate delivery and funding mechanisms.
A third component is the programme for monitoring the
effectiveness of the Plan including the extent to which both the
national and local targets are achieved. The UK wide, web-based
Biodiversity Action Reporting System (BARS) helps manage the
progress.

Management Plans:

The Management Plan evaluates the special qualities and features,
for which the protected area (NPs, AONBs) is designated, and
determines what actions, and by whom, are required to ensure that
these qualities are conserved and enhanced for future generations.
The Plans should not only be made for the environmental qualities
but also for the cultural, social and economic issues of the area. It
should set out the national and local authorities’ policies, but include
all the other organisations and stakeholders who have an interest in
the area. It is fundamental that all of them are involved and
consulted in the preparation process of the Plan. The Plans are
linked with a lot of other plans and policies, first of all European, UK
and Welsh. The strategic framework and key delivery mechanisms
for planning and managing theses areas are Community Strategies
and Local Development Plans.

The main components of AONBs are their resources (natural,
cultural, environmental and recreational) and activities (visitors,
land management, economic activity and development, community
and social and pollution) that need to be managed through the
Management and Action Plans. Resources are the distinctive
features and special qualities of the area. The maintenance of these
resources is central to the sustainability of the AONBs. Activities are
the pressures, changes and trends that have either a positive or
negative affect on the special qualities.

The management plan preparation of AONBs is an integrated and
continuous process and it comprises 4 stages:

e Stage 1: Preparation of the State of the AONB Report and a
Vision for the AONB:
The State of the AONB Report assesses the current condition
of its special qualities and resources and identifies all
significant activities in the AONB and where changes are
needed to the current management.
The Vision for the AONB is a long-term statement about the
future of the AONB (needs to conserve and enhance the
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environmental, economic, social and -cultural qualities by
appropriate management).

e Stage 2: Preparation of the Strategy for the AONB:
The Strategy identifies the appropriate objectives and policies
and management required to attain the Vision of the AONB by
steering change in a positive and sustainable way for the
benefit for the environment, economy and communities in the
AONB.

e Stage 3: An agreement regarding an Action Plan for the
AONB:
The Action Plan details the future management of the AONB,
in particular what each organisation with an interest in the
AONB will achieve and by when. The plan should also
establish what resources are required to implement the
management objectives and policies. It is important that an
understanding and goodwill is nurtured amongst those
individuals and organisations, as they are able to directly
influence the future of the AONB.

e Stage 4: Monitoring and Review:
It monitors and reviews the effectiveness and implementation
of the prescribed management and actions. A review of the
AONB management plan is required every 5 years.

“"Every National Park Authority shall...prepare and publish a plan, to
be known as a National Park Management Plan, which formulates its
policies for the management of the relevant Park” (Under Section
66(1) of the Environment Act 1995).

Planning in National Parks is a careful balancing act. The statutory
planning authorities (NPAs) have to meet the needs to protect these
areas, (plants, animals, wildlife, unique landscape and fascinating
buildings), for the present and the next generations, and of those
who live, visit and work in each National Park. Since 2004 all land
use plans and programmes that have significant environmental
effects will require a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA).
The emphasis on the SEA is environmental effects and sustainable
development. It is most important for the Management Plan to
identify the special qualities, so that the vision and objectives
(ambitions) can be identified and set up the policies and an Action
Plan (means of delivering) to deliver these ambitions. The last step
is monitoring of the Plans’ success and review of the Plan every five
years. The preparation of the Plan is nearly the same as AONB
Management Plans. But in most cases for a larger area and of
international interest, that makes it more complicated.
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1.5 Sites of Special Scientific Interest

The three nature conservation agencies in the UK (Countryside
Council for Wales (CCW), English Nature (EN) and Scottish Natural
Heritage (SNH)), have a duty under the Wildlife and Countryside Act
1981, to notify any area of land which in their opinion is 'of special
interest by reason of any of its rare species (e.g. Euphydryas
aurinia or Hammarbya paludosa), special habitats (e.g. blanket bog
or ancient semi natural woodland) or geological or physiographical
features (e.g. limestone pavements)'. Such areas are known as
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs; equivalent to Germanys’
Naturschutzgebiet), with habitat, species or Earth Science features,
and are the most important national conservation areas, not only
terrestrial also inter tidal and marine. They range from small bogs
and riverside meadows to sand dunes, woodlands and vast areas of
uplands. Geological sites range from quarries and natural rock
outcrops to majestic landforms such as sea-cliffs and rivers. In
terms of area, 17% of SSSIs are on shores and estuaries; 59% are
on the uplands; and 24% are in lowland areas. Twenty-four per
cent of Wales’ main rivers are SSSIs; 34% of all Welsh lakes; and
77% of the Welsh coastline.

The notification in Wales is made by CCW to owners, occupiers and
the local planning authority. If the habitat or species are of
internationally importance, the site gets additional international
designation, N2K (SAC/SPA), Ramsar, Bioshere or Biogenetic site.
The management of the special features of SSSIs needs a very
strong partnership between CCW the landowners and occupiers.
Together they prepare Site Management Statements (SMS) to
ensure consistent, favourable long-term management. SMSs
describe the special features of the sites, the management
objectives and also actions to achieve the objectives. Under
Management Agreements or Agri-Environment Schemes, the
landowner can get payment for work required to protect and
enhance the site’s special features, and each year CCW monitors
the conditions of a selection of sites. Monitoring of SSSI is
important to identify the changes or results of conservation efforts
on the features.

The Condition is a measure of both the quality of the special habitat
and species on SSSIs, and of the land management to recover or
conserve them. SSSIs can be named in either a favourable,
unfavourable recovering, unfavourable no change, or unfavourable
declining condition, and the worst case destroyed. Sites that are in
a favourable or wunfavourable recovering condition fulfil the
conservation objectives of ‘good condition’.
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e Favourable condition: special habitat, species, geology or
phsiographical features are in a healthy state and are being
conserved for the future by appropriate management.
Habitats:

The habitat must be stable or increasing in area; it must be
sustainable, the typical species are also at favourable
conservation status and the factors that affect the habitat or
its typical species must be under control.

Species:

The population must be viable in the long term, the range
must not be contracting, sufficient habitat must exist to
support the population in the long term and the factors that
affect the species, or its habitat, must be under control.

e Unfavourable recovering condition: all necessary management
measures are in place to address reasons for unfavourable
condition. Special habitat and species features will ‘recover’ to
a healthy state, but in many cases this takes time. Sites in
unfavourable recovering condition often demonstrate
important and innovative conservation management and are
benefiting from resources and effort to put things right.

e Unfavourable no change or unfavourable declining condition:
include sites where some beneficial management measures
are in place, but not all, and which may be generally
improving but it's not sure that they will recover to favourable
condition. Special habitat or species features are either in
poor condition and not improving across all the reasons for
their unfavourable condition, or their quality is bad and
getting worse. Without establishing appropriate management
or addressing damaging impacts, these sites will not reach
favourable or recovering condition.

e Part destroyed or destroyed: For a very small number of sites
there has been fundamental damage, which means the special
habitat and species features may have been lost forever and
their conditions cannot be recovered.

The aim, set out by the Environment Strategy for Wales, is by 2010,
95% of international sites in favourable condition; by 2015, 95% of
Welsh SSSIs in favourable condition and by 2026 all sites to be in
favourable condition.

But CCW's ‘Rapid Review’ (monitoring program 2003-2005) of SSSI
feature condition in Wales indicated that, at the moment, almost
70% of Wales’ SSSIs are in an unfavourable condition, 29% are in a
favourable condition and 1% is partially destroyed. Inclusion of
inter-tidal areas (e.g. estuaries, shorelines) shows 64% in an
unfavourable and 35% in a favourable condition. This is due to
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many factors ranging between local, regional, national and global
impact.

However, results showed some clear exceptions between the
differences of condition of habitat types. For instance, raised bogs
were all classed as unfavourable, while maritime cliff and
flush/spring habitats were all favourable. Coastal habitats in general
were more likely to be in favourable condition than inland habitats,
with 93% of inter-tidal habitats in favourable condition. The chances
of recovery and habitat restoration projects are a positive aspect of
unfavourable conditions, and therefore a strong management lead
and action on projects are necessary and highly important. Lessons
can be learned from the management and actions on sites in
favourable condition. 26% of features in unfavourable condition are
recovering and 74% declining. This means since yet 47% of
features are in a favourable or unfavourable recovering condition
and fulfil the target of the ‘favourable condition’.

The four most significant factors with negative impacts on the
condition of the features are:

e under-grazing: too few grazing animals, resulting in
dominance of the habitat by coarse plant species, build up of
dead plant material, and invasion of scrub

e over-grazing: too many grazing animals, resulting in
poaching, soil erosion, browsing of dwarf shrubs and trees,
nutrient enrichment through dunging and invasion by weedy
species

e invasive species: desired habitat being threatened by
undesirable species that threaten the quality of the habitat,
such as scrub, bracken, thistles etc.

e lack of remedial management: lack of management that
would restore the habitat to favourable condition, for example
fencing woodlands to stop grazing by sheep, closing drains to
divert water back into wetlands, scrub cutting etc.

While the problem of under-grazing is mostly to the features in
lowlands and coastal areas, it is over-grazing in the uplands and
woodlands. Better control of kind and number of stock is needed to
address these problems. CCW’'s review shows that the SSSI
designation is effective in preventing site destruction, but there are
serious problems with appropriate site management. This means,
stronger and more serious management agreements are definitely
needed, for the majority of the sites, to reach the future prospects
of favourable condition. That's why CCW has launched a new
initiative called the Programme for Rationalising and Implementing
Statutory Site Management (PRISM) which aims to equip CCW staff
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with the best tools to protect and enhance SSSIs, through better
management and monitoring methods. These are the next steps
that have to be taken to guarantee a change of the condition of
SSSIs in Wales.

SSSIs within protected landscapes, are no more and no less,
specially chosen than one outside. However, protected landscapes
are designated for their natural beauty, it is not surprising that the
majority of land notified as SSSIs is inside these areas. But some
sites still have particular problems and opportunities in being
Common Land, that is usually owned by a private individual/s or
local council. Common Land and its rights have their origins in 1066
from the manorial system of the Normans. The laws and ancient
traditions have changed over the centuries but on this kind of land,
there are still six types of common rights, which specific people
(commoners) have, to products of the soil, not ownership of the
land.

They are:
e Pasture - the right to graze animals

e Pannage - the right to let your pigs go and eat acorns and
beech mast

e Estovers - the right to take fallen branches or bracken

e Turbary - the right to dig turf or peat for use as fuel or for
thatching

e Piscary - the right to take fish

e Common in the soil - the right to take stone, sand or
minerals.

Today not every Common Land will have all six rights granted and
some may not have any at all, but some of the rights are still a
problem to biodiversity conservation objectives. Common Land
grazing is part of the farming tradition in Wales and many farms
rely on hill grazing to be financially viable. Many of the agriculturally
- used landscapes are Commons and they provide varied habitats
for many rare and declining species in Wales. About 45% (790 km?2)
of Common Land, in Wales is designated as SSSI.

History of selecting SSSIs
- guidelines for selection of biological SSSIs 1989
- later EC Habitat Directive
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Some criteria for site evaluation and selection: Namely size,
diversity, naturalness, rarity, fragility and typicalness as primary
criteria; and recorded history, position in an ecological/geological
unit, potential value and intrinsic appeal as secondary criteria. Their
application is complex and different criteria or different
combinations are needed for evaluation and selection.

1.6. Ecological connectivity

Without ‘ecological connectivity’ it is very hard to stop or slow down
the decline of species and habitats and halt biodiversity loss;
protected areas and landscapes cannot do this alone. Successful
habitat connectivity is the basis for species moving due to climate
change and other anthropogenic impacts (like motorways, water/air
pollution, etc). Habitat fragmentation and changes in habitats make
it almost impossible for species to move into more useful areas and
the habitat patches are often too small for viable populations.
Concepts for habitat connectivity are used and shown in ‘pilot
programs’. They try for example to make better connectivity of
woodland and surrounding areas, and a better linkage between
special protected sites and a wider countryside which is more useful
for species than corridors of many small woodlands or protected
sites. Therefore they have to find convergences between them and
to connect them in the right way to get a ‘green network’ of
connected areas with to better deliver biodiversity in Wales and
cross border (UK wide).

Ideally to restore ecosystems, habitats and increase the viability of
species populations and their needs to be vast areas protected from
human exploitation. However the demands of economic
development in Europe are such that this does not seem possible
even in the last remaining areas of wilderness (e.g. threats to the
Retezat national park DSN66A highway. Guardian 04.01.07. The
ecological network concept offers a way of reconciling these two
conflicting demands by integrating biodiversity conservation with
the exploitation of natural resources. This is done through
embedding areas that are necessary to ensure the continued
functioning of ecological processes or the viability of species
populations within a wider landscape of semi-natural and managed
lands.
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2. Findings and Conclusions

2.1. Introduction

A reminder that this exercise covers the four local authorities in
North-West Wales (Conwy, Gwynedd, Snowdonia National Park and
the Isle of Anglesey), not the whole of Wales!

And I can’t make a statement about the condition of whole SSSIs I
can say only something about the features on them.

This is mainly a desk exercise as I haven't been outside and
monitored all these SSSIs individually.

About one quarter of the features and feature conditions on SSSIs
are ‘unknown’; reasons why they are unknown range from.

e ‘Unknown’ because the monitoring team didn't find the
feature for which the SSSI was originally designated

e Birds or other species have moved in another area (condition
of the lesser horseshoe bat is mostly unknown) or

e Species and plant assemblages migrated over the last
decades because of climate change

e There are sometimes problems to say if the feature is in a
favourable or unfavourable condition

e Or is there a lack of enough skilled staff and time to monitor
all the different features carefully?

But if the trend for features’ condition is unknown, the condition is
usually unfavourable, because this indicates that this area is not in
a management scheme or regularly monitored and it would be very
surprising if a feature is therefore in favourable condition.

And this is the reason for the statements and charts on both, with
and without the unknown features.

The reasons for designating SSSIs are the same inside protected
landscapes as outside them and the land is mainly in private
ownership, so there should be no difference between the conditions
at all.

This leads to disprove the Null Hypothesis: ‘There is no difference
between the feature condition of SSSIs within protected landscapes
as those that lie outside’.
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To support the Null Hypothesis, I assume that the average of
feature conditions (favourable or unfavourable) on SSSIs is the
same inside as outside of protected landscapes. Therefore I have to
collect and analyse the data of the feature conditions (data used for
the ‘rapid review’) (See annex 1). For my exercise I have only used
the condition of features with high confidence, because they are
well monitored and CCW staff know their actual condition. To use
the features with medium and low confidence is problematical. I
think that the method may cause some errors but broadly it shows
the situation on SSSIs in North-West Wales.

2.2. Database

In whole NW Wales; Conwy, Gwynedd and Anglesey (together 4341
km?2), with the Snowdonia National Park (2139 km?2) as majority of
the land of these four local authorities and the two AONBs Llyn and
Ynys MOn (378 km2) there is an area of 2517 km2 (58%) of
protected landscapes and only 1824 km2 (42%) are not protected
landscapes. SSSIs cover about a quarter (971 km2) of the whole
area. (See annex 2). 44% are in favourable, 31% in unfavourable
condition, 24% are unknown and 1% is partly destroyed. The
feature condition on SSSIs inside protected landscapes in north-
west Wales are 48% favourable, 29% unfavourable and 23%
unknown. In non-protected landscapes 36% favourable, 37%
unfavourable, 26% unknown and 1% is partly destroyed.

Without the unknown conditions there are 58% favourable, 41%
unfavourable and 1% partly destroyed in whole of my study area.
Inside protected landscapes 63% favourable, 37% unfavourable.
Outside 48% favourable, 50% unfavourable and 2% partly
destroyed. (See annex 3).

2.3. Discussion of significance

This means there is a difference, of about 13% in both cases, in the
condition of the features and shows that in protected landscapes the
average is in a better condition than outside. But is that significant
only because of a higher proportion of the land in SSSIs and
number of features in protected landscapes and the fact that the
data has not been subjected to ‘standard error’ calculations?
Related to my analysis I would say the average condition of features
on SSSIs inside protected landscapes is better than outside them.
This outcome disproves the null hypothesis because there is a
difference between the feature conditions on SSSIs inside protected
landscapes and those that lie outside.
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What is also of importance for the analysis of the data is the
number of features; there are more than twice as many features on
SSSIs inside Protected Landscapes as outside. 150 to 62 and
including the wunknown 194 to 84. SSSIs inside Protected
Landscapes tend to be larger than outside. And you can see that on
SSSIs inside Protected Landscapes there are more features than on
SSSIs outside them. Does this demonstrate a greater variety of
features and more vital biological and geological diversity of
Protected Landscapes? This should be the case, because the
primary purpose of National Parks and Areas of Natural Outstanding
Beauty is the protection of natural beauty defined as: to ensure
conservation and enhancement of the natural beauty of their
landscape for present and future generations. The concept of
natural beauty includes the protection of flora, fauna and geological
as well as landscape features.

The Relation between type of feature, biological (habitats and
species) or geological and the condition of them.

As annex 4 shows, both inside and outside protected landscapes the
number of geological features in favourable condition is higher than
the number of biological features (species and habitats) in
favourable condition. But the situation of unfavourable condition is
even more extreme; 54 biological features and only 2 geological
features inside PLs are in unfavourable condition whilst outside 29
biological versus 2 geological. This shows a difference in the type of
feature and that it is more difficult to maintain and restore biological
features to favourable condition than geological. In general more
biological features are in unfavourable or unknown than in
favourable condition, and more geological features are in favourable
than in unfavourable or unknown condition.

In comparison, it takes centuries or longer without management
until a geological feature is in unfavourable condition. By contrast in
times of very fast industrial and human development and changes,
species and habitats need special protection in sympathetically
managed areas to be in favourable condition. Without that we will
never stop the decline and loss of biodiversity.

But I think what is more important than the number of features, for
biodiversity and conserving it as well as for my data analysis, is the
size of the area that SSSIs cover and especially their individual size.
So as you look at an area of 2517 km? (Protected Landscapes) in
which are 790 km?, (32%) SSSIs and the number of them is 144,
and the other area (outside) of 1824 km? in which are 180 km?,
(10%) SSSIs and the number of them are 108. (See annex 2 and
5). You definitely can see the relationship between the size and
number of SSSIs that lie inside Protected Landscapes and outside of
them.
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Most of the SSSIs inside NPs and AONBs are much larger than those
outside. It is more useful and easier, for conserving biodiversity and
nature conservation action, the larger the area is. Because the
impact on wildlife in large areas, of pressure from outside or even
inside, isn't as strong as on an area of only a few hectares. There is
plenty of space where wildlife can hide, feed, grow, hunt and breed.
But you also can never instruct a species to stay inside a specific
area whose borders are man-made and classified by man.

So I would say, ‘there is a difference’ but not only in the condition
of features, also in the variety of features, type of features, the
number of SSSIs and their individual size. And this is also a
significant difference.

This is consistent with proposals in the 1940s for significant tracts of
land and large sites to be ‘protected’ as conservation areas; see
Conservation of Nature in England and Wales Cmd 7122 July 1947
and the Report on National Parks in England and Wales Cmd 6628

May 1945.

2.4. Some possible reasons for differences

e Possible reasons for the differences in the condition of
features in these two areas are:

e Some SSSIs have also international designations N2k (SACs,
SPAs), Ramsar sites or Wetlands of International Importance,
Biosphere Reserves, Biogenetic Reserves and get a greater
priority for protection

e Features that are under threat and in unfavourable declining
condition, are first notified and designated for priority
protection

e Not enough time and problems with the methodology, to
monitor all the different features of the SSSIs

e Very different features (e.g. from mineralogy to wet heath to
great crested newt (Triturus cristatus)) and with a differing
chances of being in favourable condition (geology or a very
rare species whose habitat is declining)

e More Staff and funds inside protected landscapes to monitor
and protect SSSIs

o Different land owners, uses and their impacts on features in
upland, lowland, wetland, woodland, coastal areas, etc.
(farming, grazing, quarrying, etc.)
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e Different view of the public, residents, visitors (keep an eye
on the area). AONBs and NPs are designated for their natural
beauty and an aim is to achieve good conditions for wildlife
and responsible recreation

e To see the results of actions of restoration programmes needs
a very long time

e Greater opportunities for management and often higher levels
of funding inside Protected Landscapes

e It is not typical that in an area of about 4300 km?, nearly
60% are Protected Landscapes

Some errors in the analysis method and wrong interpretation of the
outcomes could be caused by:

e Different number and size of SSSIs in the two areas
e Often more than only one feature in a single SSSI
e Using only the feature conditions with high confidence

e A very high percentage (24%) of unknown features and
conditions

e The majority of features is of medium or low confidence

e Only a desk exercise with a few site visits

2.5. How well do SSSIs conserve biodiversity?

Species in context with UK BAP, Natura2000 (Birds Directive Annex
I and EC Habitats Directive Annex II and IV) and the feature
conditions spreadsheet.

For most of the species SSSIs, Protected Landscapes and nature
conservation actions are positive for conserving them, increasing
their number or to keep their number stable. These areas are
working well for halting most of the species from becoming extinct
in the UK. The number of Red Kites (Milvus milvus) has grown in
the last 25 years in Great Britain more than 50%; its’ conservation
status in Europe is favourable and in most of the North-West Wales’
SSSIs its’ condition is favourable too.

But for others all the conservation actions seem to be not enough
and not working. The numbers of Marsh Fritillary (Eurodryas
aurinia) and Roseate Tern (Sterna dougallii) were both declining in
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the last 25 years in Great Britain by 50-100%, both species are in
an unfavourable conservation status in Europe too and their
condition in the SSSIs I worked with is as expected unfavourable.
But the national (UK wide) trend of the Roseate Tern is increasing
again, however the trend of the Marsh Fritillary declining.

Habitats in context with UK BAP reporting, Handbook of Biodiversity
Methods, Natura 2000 and the feature conditions spreadsheet.

The only two Natura 2000 Priority Habitats, of the SSSI feature
habitats, that are increasing or are stable in Wales as well as in the
UK are Reebeds (7210 Calcareous fen with Cladium mariscus and
species of the Caricion davallianae) their value rose to 6630 ha in
the UK. And Lowland heathland (4040 Dry Atlantic coastal heaths
with Erica vagans) and their value rose from 58000 hectares in
1995 to 95000 hectares in 2005, and that is a significant increase.
And the condition of the SSSI feature Dry heath (that includes
Lowland and Upland heath) is half favourable half unfavourable.

On the other hand the SSSI feature Fen (topogenous mires in
valleys, basins and flood plains, that includes fen and reedbed) is in
most of the SSSIs in an unfavourable condition and Fens are
declining in Wales and the UK. (See annex 6).

The purpose of the Habitats Directive Article 10 is to — improve the
ecological coherence of the Natura 2000 network and to encourage
the management of features of the landscape which are of major
importance for wild fauna and flora.

Often non-designated sites aren’t monitored at present and so there
is little information about condition and status of species and
habitats.

With these facts it is important to say something about Biodiversity
Conservation in practice. All the nature conservation action is
intended to achieve the conservation of biodiversity, but it is still
too little, because of global pressures and impacts like climate
change, uncontrolled pollution of air, water and soil and the facts of
biodiversity declining worldwide.

But since the implementation of the UK BAP more and more
information is available and so trends are easier to demonstrate.
More species and habitats are stable and only one species has been
lost since then in the UK.

2.6. My working methods

I used the SSSI features evaluation data (spreadsheet of all SSSIs
in Wales) from the SSSI Protection team and the Map Info computer
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software to get information about the areas that are relevant for my
project.

With Map Info I selected all SSSIs of the four local authorities and
made six spreadsheets (Snowdonia NP, Llyn AONB, Ynys Mon
AONB, Gwynedd outside NP/AONB, Conwy outside AONB and Ynys
Mon outside AONB), using the SSSI features evaluation data, and
put them all together. There are six columns, the name of the
SSSlIs, the feature, if the feature is correct, the condition of the
feature, the confidence and I added the size of the SSSI. I thought
it is also interesting to know about the size of the designhated area,
because different features need a varying amount of space and
therefore management. (Annex 1)

Next step: I compiled a table of the three protected landscapes and
the three areas outside of them with information I got about the
size of the whole area, the size of all SSSIs in that area, the
percentage of land of SSSI in that area, the amount of SSSIs, the
amount of features with high confidence and the feature conditions,
to work easier with the dataset and to spot the differences easily.
(Annex 2)

With the information of the confidence (high, medium, low) of
conditions (favourable, unfavourable, unknown) of the features I
prepared pie charts of all the six areas plus one of all SSSIs in
protected landscapes and one of all SSSIs outside of them to
visualize the dataset and the variation, but using only the conditions
of high confidence. A problem was that I couldn’t say something
about the condition of the SSSI in a whole, only about the features
for what they have been designated. (Annex 3)

To show the differences of biological and geological features on
SSSIs I counted (in the feature condition spreadsheet) all the
relevant features and their condition, prepared two tables for inside
and outside, made two charts of the data, plus one where I show
the difference of type of feature and their condition. (Annex 4)

I visualized part of the data of table Annex 2 to show the
percentage and km? of area that is covered by SSSIs. The number
of SSSIs and the condition of features on them. And then a
separate chart to spot the differences between SSSIs inside and
outside easily. (Annex 5)

Then I prepared another table, one for the UK BAP priority species
and one for the habitats, inside the SSSIs. I used two books and a
web page: the UK Government (1995), Biodiversity: The UK
Steering Group Report volume II: Action plans, HMSO London and
the RPS and Scottish Natural Heritage (2005) Handbook of
Biodiversity Methods survey, evaluation and monitoring, Cambridge.
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And the Biodiversity Action Reporting System: www.ukbap-
reporting.org.uk web page.

The table of the species shows the scientific name, the common
name/SSSI feature, and condition on SSSIs, international threat,
international importance, decline, the EC Annex and the Red list
status. The habitat table shows the SSSI habitat/feature, the name
of the UK BAP priority habitat, and the condition on SSSIs, the
trend in Wales, the trend in UK, the European code and if it's a
Natura 2000 priority habitat. (Annex 6)

In the mean time I made a questionnaire with four questions about
SSSIs. Officers in AONBs, NPs, CCW staff and LBAP Officers were
asked to give me answers about the condition and personal opinions
in relation to SSSIs in the area where they are working. (Annex 8)

To prove the significance of the dataset with calculation methods is
very difficult.

The whole dataset has not been tested for calculated significance or
standard errors because of the many variables e.g. different type of
features, land use, management, size, missing data, etc.

2.7. Observations and Conclusions

e National Parks and AONBs care more about their SSSIs and
N2K sites than the wider countryside

e There are greater opportunities for project management of
SSSIs and other nature conservation sites i.e. N2K, NNRs
inside National Parks and AONBs than in the wider
countryside, because of funding, landownership and policies

e AONBs are also Category V protected landscapes but with far
fewer staff and less funds, so they could benefit from the
experience of National Parks, good and bad, i.e. coastal zone
management, promoting sustainable tourism, habitat
restoration, ecological connectivity, etc.

e The changes of SSSIs should be much better monitored inside
as well as outside protected landscapes

e SSSIs in general should be in a better condition because they
conserve the most important Welsh biodiversity and geology,
every designation is useless when nobody cares about it

e The Governments aim schould distinguish between geological
and biological features because of their sensitivity for global
impacts
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