EXTENT AND CONDITION OF CALCAREOUS GRASSLAND
This information is provided to assist reporting upon the indicator in the Integrated Regional Framework 13c ‘Extent and condition of key habitats for which BAPs have been established’.
Definition of calcareous grassland

Lowland calcareous grasslands are developed on shallow lime-rich soils overlying limestone and chalk.  They contain a range of plant communities in which lime-loving plants are characteristic, and are typically managed as part of a pastoral or mixed farming system. Unimproved calcareous grasslands have escaped agricultural ‘improvement’ to arable land or treatment with fertilisers - and are one of Britain's richest and rarest wildlife habitats.   Calcareous grasslands are prized for their rich mix of herbs – with sometimes over 50 different species of flowering plants found in one square metre of grassland.  The colourful mix of flowers, including many types of orchids – are characteristic of the low fertility soils of the Downs.  The insect life is also diverse, including the chalk hill blue and Adonis blue butterflies. 

Extent of calcareous grassland habitats

Calcareous grasslands were once extensive along the major chalk outcrops of the North and South Downs, Chilterns and Oxfordshire Downs.  Today, calcareous grasslands tend to be confined to the steep slopes of the Downs, out of the reach of agricultural machinery, or where the landscape has been put to uses other than agricultural production over the past century – such as nature reserves and military training areas.  Areas of calcareous grassland are also scattered, with many small and isolated sites.

Current estimates put the amount of lowland calcareous grassland in the South East at 11,471ha - around a quarter of the total national resource. This has decreased from the figure last year, although this decrease is due to improved data, a result of the regional grassland inventory project completed this year, rather than a loss of the resource. 

Of the calcareous grassland that remains, around 63% is protected within Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Again this figure has changes since last year but this is due to improvements made to the grassland inventory rather than a loss of habitat area. 

	BAP Habitat
	Existing resource in South East England

	South Downs
	8,211 ha

	North Downs
	1,860 ha

	Chilterns
	383 ha

	Cotswolds
	96 ha                     

	North Wessex Downs
	224 ha

	Ouse Valley (Milton Keynes)
	5 ha 

	Isle of Wight
	638 ha

	TOTAL
	11,651 ha


Condition of calcareous grassland habitats

A large proportion (approximately 63%) of the Region’s resource is located within SSSIs. In 2008, Natural England’s condition assessment of SSSIs indicates that of the 7172ha classed as predominantly calcareous grassland, the majority (94%) is currently in a positive ‘favourable’ or ‘unfavourable-recovering’ condition. (87% in 2005 and 89% in 2007). The remaining 6% that are in an unfavourable condition – suffer from a lack of appropriate management, in particular suitable grazing necessary to sustain the variety of specialised plants, and prevent scrub from developing. Of the 6% that is in unfavourable condition 1ha has been destroyed in the last year and 263ha are declining in condition. 

Outside designated sites the picture is not so positive, but it is improving. Over 5700 ha of chalk grassland is under an agri-environment agreement (including SSSIs). However, the impact on the condition of calcareous grassland of these agreements will take time to manifest. 
Trends and Threats 

Today, the most significant threat facing the surviving calcareous grasslands remains the declining viability of the grazing economy in the south east, resulting in a reduction in the availability of stock to provide appropriate grazing management. A significant proportion of the habitat resource is scattered or fragmented, small and isolated land parcels – which increases the difficulty in securing appropriate management.   

The initiatives in the North Wessex Downs, the South Downs and North Downs are working to identify areas in which to promote chalk grassland restoration and creation, through agri-environment schemes, where it would best reduce the effects of fragmentation and provide for more long term sustainable management. 
The South East Biodiversity Strategy, to be launched in February 2009, will build on and add support to these initiatives and provide guidance over the most important areas for restoration and creation for calcareous grassland. 
Restoration and creation
Over the last three years agri-environment schemes have also provided the mechanism for restoration and creation of calcareous grassland. The Biodiversity Action Reporting System (BARS) identified 56ha of creation and 67 ha of restoration of calcareous grassland. These are minimum figures as not all agri-environment data is held in BARs but this does provide an indication that areas of grassland are being restored and created across the region.  
The regional targets for 2015 are being reviewed, but at the moment the aim is to restore 700 ha and create 1600 ha of calcareous grassland by 2015. It is likely that these figures will rise with the review of the targets. 
Overall assessment of current status
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	The massive loss of calcareous grasslands in the last half century has ended, but the resource has been depleted to a fraction of its former extent. BAP objectives include targets to recreate/create an additional  2300 ha by 2015. 
Less that 0.0002 % of the calcareous grassland in SSSIs has been destroyed this year but threats to the areas outside these sites continue. 

	Past trends are being reversed through substantial public investment in grassland creation – to provide relatively stable figures at present. However the increases in area of ‘new’ grasslands may mask a decline in the quality and condition of more ancient pastures.  

Calcareous grasslands are often small, isolated and fragmented – which makes them difficult and costly to manage.  

The trend in landscape projects targets derelict fragments between existing sites. On a small scale joined up thinking has started and will be supported by the regional biodiversity strategy. 
Restoration and creation of areas of grassland will increase the extent but it will take a number of years before these areas are considered to meet the cBAP habitat criteria for calcareous grassland. 
	Within the ‘best’ sites (SSSIs), 94% of the area dominated by calcareous grassland is currently in favourable condition or on the road to recovery, based on Natural Engalnd’s reporting of SSSI condition.  

Half the regional resource is under an agri-environment scheme and there has been  a minimum of 120 ha created and restored in the last year. 
However, the regional targets are for 100% of existing chalk grassland under agreement and a further 2300ha to be restored or created by 2015. 
Example surveys indicate that of the a third of the calcareous grassland outside SSSIs is an ongoing and sometimes rapid decline in the quality of grassland due to lack of viable management practices – particularly grazing.


	Agri-environment schemes (Environmental Stewardship Scheme and its predecessors) are playing a valuable and successful role in helping restore and manage calcareous grasslands – especially on protected sites (SSSIs).  

New initiatives by public bodies and voluntary groups will target calcareous grassland creation, restoration and management to help increase the extent, connectivity and condition of the habitat - beyond SSSIs.  These aim to help make calcareous grasslands a more viable management option.  

However, any such initiatives addressing both extent and condition need to be underpinned by development of a viable grazing economy in the south-east, to be sustainable.


