
Our Natural Heritage – why does it 

matter?

"When man continues to destroy 
nature, he saws the very branch on 

which he sits since the rational 
protection of nature is at the same 

time the protection of mankind“ 

(Gerald Durrell)



What we’re going to cover this 

evening:

 The state of biodiversity in the Uk

 How we’ve got to such a low point

 What is happening ‘out there’ to improve the situation

 Why is it important for us to understand this, support those taking action, 

and take action ourselves.

Alison Futter 

Team Leader, Fisheries Biodiversity & Geomorphology, Environment Agency

Ecologist, specialising in aquatic systems.





Tree felling without proper consideration of damage to 

wildlife – note the hollowed out trunks – extremely likely to 

have been roosting sites for bats.





Bats under threat: does this matter?

 They carry out important ecosystem services that benefit us:

 Pest control – they eat thousands of insects every night

 Indicators of general habitat quality – the ‘canary in the coalmine’

 Bats are being affected by:

 declines in insect numbers due to pesticides

 destruction of habitat like hedgerows, woodland & ponds 

 Of 18 species of bat in the UK:

 6 of them are at risk of extinction.  

 11 species numbers are stable or increasing, but still are nowhere near to recovering from 

the huge historical declines.  

 (All of them use trees)

 https://www.bats.org.uk/news/2020/07/bat-species-at-risk-of-extinction

https://www.bats.org.uk/news/2020/07/bat-species-at-risk-of-extinction


What about the rest of our wildlife?

2019 State of Nature Report: https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-

Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf

https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf


Snake’s Head 

Fritillary at 

North 

Meadow 

Floodplain.

Floodplain 

meadows are 

some of the 

most species 

rich habitats in 

the UK.

North 

Meadow holds 

80% of the UK’s 

population of 

these stunning 
wildflowers



Improved grassland

• This is a high 

input/output intensively 

managed habitat

• Formed from 

reclamation of semi-

natural grasslands and 
hay meadow.

• It lacks structural 

diversity, being largely a 

monoculture with soil in 
poor biological 

condition due to 

chemical input

• It has very low 
biodiversity value.



Species will not thrive without their 

habitat

"You cannot begin to preserve any species of animal 
unless you preserve the habitat in which it dwells.  Disturb 

or destroy that habitat and you will exterminate the 
species as surely as if you had shot it.  So conservation 

means that we have to preserve forest and grassland, river 
and lake, even the sea itself.  This is vital not only for the 
preservation of animal life generally, but for the future 

existence of man himself - a point that seems to escape 
many people" 

(Gerald Durrell)



How is this affecting us?

Ecosystems are complex and when we remove components we brake the system and 

costs us:

 Costs in terms of water treatment, reduced water supply, flooding and flood 

alleviation. 

 It costs society & affects our mental health.  

 It costs us in terms of nutrition 

 Our destruction of habitat, and exploitation of wild animals has exposed us to novel 

viruses, like Covid-19,.

 Many of our medicines have been developed from plants, and as these have been 

lost, so have our chances of finding treatment and cures for illness.

 It costs us in terms of reducing our resilience to change.  



Moose (Elk)

https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/explore-rewilding/reintroductions-key-species/rewilding-superstars

Auroch (Wild Cow)

Wild boar

https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/explore-rewilding/reintroductions-key-species/rewilding-superstars


Eurasian Beaver

https://beavertrust.org/

Wild horses

Eurasian Lynx

https://beavertrust.org/


Knepp… 

the site:



A brief history of time:

 1987: Charlie Burrell inherits Knepp Estate from his grandparents. The land is 

‘marginal’ & the farm is already losing money

 1987 – 99: Intensification and huge input of cash = high overheads but low 

output = still losing money

 2000: £1.5M overdraft and no likelihood of making a profit – decide to give 

up dairying, sell all farm equipment 

 2001: Restoration of the Repton Park funded by Countryside Stewardship

 2002: introduce fallow deer

 2003: 20 Old English longhorn cattle introduced

 2003: CAP reforms allow farmers to take land out of production whilst still 

receiving subsidies

 2003 – 6: Southern block left fallow, beginning with the worst fields and 

leaving the best to last.



Southern block: left fallow from 2003

 2009: HLS funding for the whole estate approved to start Jan 2010

 2009: 

 March: 9 mile perimeter fence around S block

 May: 53 longhorn cattle introduced

 August: 23 Exmoor ponies introduced

 September: 20 Tamworth pigs introduced

 Feb 2010: 42 fallow deer introduced

 April 2013: Red deer introduced

 So what does it look like now….



West Sussex Serengeti!

View of the Southern Block from a viewing platform in an oak tree. 

Fifteen years ago these fields were maize and barley



Some stats:

 3500 acres (whole estate)

 3000 species

 74 BAP species

 22 Red List birds

 75 Nationally notable species

 19 Turtle Dove males recorded in 2018

 Large numbers of nightingales recorded due to vast areas of thorny scrub

 388 Purple Emperor butterflies in 2018 !!!!!!!!!

 13/18 bat species, including Bechstein’s bat

 Scarce chaser dragonfly (restricted distribution in the UK)

 5 species of owl are now found at Knepp

 23 different species of dung beetle found in a single cow pat













What re-wilding teaches us about life

 Set objectives and work logically 

towards them

 Control – outcome oriented

 What do you want?

 How are you going to get there?

 Be satisfied when you’ve got it

 Dominate and control

 Put good stuff in place

 Let go, let the system run

 Appreciate surprise and 

unpredictable good things

 Being subordinate to the place –

and all the better for it!

Traditional: The message from re-wilding:



The Orchard: another lost wood-pasture

 …..every apple yields a secret: Mistle thrushes hide successful nests in 
mistletoe. In a neighbouring cavity lie the eggs of a mandarin duck, in 
another squawking chicks of a jackdaw. In a deeper older tree, are tawny 
owlets. Below sloping branches lie the tiny drilled homes of lesser spotted 
woodpeckers; drilled into the heart of the oldest apples are the homes of 
the larger green woodpecker.  Honeybees can still be found in abundance 
covering pussy willow at the orchard’s edge. Hornets thrive in the old trees.  
Dormice from adjacent woods creep through the maze of overlapping 
apple branches.  Rare bracket fungi colonise the oldest trees. Goshawks & 
sparrowhawks hunt the orchard for birds….

(summarised from Rebirding, by Benedict MacDonald p228)



The loss of orchards – Harwell today



The loss of orchards – Harwell: 1949 - 1970

https://maps.nls.uk/geo/explore/side-by-side/#zoom=5&lat=56.00000&lon=-4.00000&layers=1&right=ESRIWorld



What next?

 Support those with projects to re-establish natural processes in the 
landscape (like beaver re-introductions)

 Support local farmers and those farmer clusters using regenerative 
agricultural techniques

 Think about setting up a Community Orchard: 
https://ptes.org/campaigns/traditional-orchard-project/orchard-
grants/?s=09

 Cure yourself of ‘ecological tidiness disorder’ – what can you do to make 
your garden, allotment, local area a bit more scruffy and diverse?

 Other community resources are available here: 
https://www.shgroup.org.uk/media/1023167/biodiversity-
toolkit_23022021.pdf

https://ptes.org/campaigns/traditional-orchard-project/orchard-grants/?s=09
https://www.shgroup.org.uk/media/1023167/biodiversity-toolkit_23022021.pdf


Must reads!!


