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Chilterns Escarpment North CTA, Aston Rowant NNR
© Clare Mowbray

Conservation Target Areas in Oxfordshire
In 2006, Oxfordshire pretty much led
the country in developing a county-wide
targeting approach to the identification
of large-scale priority landscapes for
the enhancement and restoration of
good quality biodiverse habitat. The
impetus for this was to focus effort on
the most effective way to make the local
contribution to the achievement of the
objectives of the UK BAP, since replaced
by the arguably less prescriptive
objectives of Biodiversity 2020. The
collation of data and
resultant mapping
of Conservation
Target Areas
Banbury
(CTAs) was primarily
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undertaken by TVERC, with support
from the wider conservation community
and funding from the local authorities.
The principle behind the exercise was
based on identifying where in the
county there were concentrations of
high quality habitat (such as SSSIs, Local
Wildlife Sites and ‘priority habitat’),
and similarly where there were
concentrations of priority species; these
would define those parts of the county
where conservation efforts were more
likely to be rewarded, by building on
the existing resource and improving
landscape permeability to facilitate
more resilient and robust species
populations and habitat conservation.
The result of this mammoth exercise
was the identification of 36 CTAs,
covering a range of landscapes including
river valleys, limestone grassland, and our
nationally important floodplain meadows
and fen complexes. Together they contain
95% of SSSIs in the county, 74% of Local
Wildlife Sites, 87% of mapped priority
habitat and 83% of the county records for
priority species. All of this is contained
within 17% of the land area of the county
which falls within CTAs, although much
of the CTA landscape is less wildlife-rich
and provides the areas of opportunity for

expansion. This network of landscapescale target areas provides an evidencebased focus for pro-active conservation
action in the county, with each CTA
having a set of habitat descriptions
and targets based on their distinctive
ecological, geological and hydrological
characteristics.
The CTAs preceded the publication
of the Lawton Report (more … better
… bigger … joined) by four years, but
pre-empted the main principles of that
report in the objective of increasing the
scale and connectivity of the biodiversity
resource in Oxfordshire by working at
the scale of large, defined, distinctive
landscapes. The CTA also preceded the
creation of other such landscape-scale
targeting exercises in other counties,
such as Biodiversity Opportunity Areas
and Strategic Nature Areas. They have
provided the backbone for much of the
conservation activity in the county since
their inception, have been recognised in
Local Plan policy, and continue to provide
context for new conservation initiatives.

“

[The CTAs] have provided
the backbone for much
of the conservation
activity in the county

”

So, how do CTAs stand alongside
the proposed new kid on the block,
Nature Recovery Networks, especially
in the light of the continuing decline of
biodiversity at both global and UK levels,
and as highlighted locally in the State
of Nature in Oxfordshire 2017 report?
Are they still a relevant mechanism for
targeting conservation action in the
county? Have they served a valuable
purpose, and/or is their time up?
If we consider the purpose of nature
recovery networks, as articulated in
the 25 Year Environment Plan, they are
to ‘complement and connect our best
wildlife sites, and provide opportunities
for species conservation and the
reintroduction of native species’. It is
hard to see that CTAs will not be directly
relevant to any future, larger … cont. p4
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Map of CTAs (orange) in Oxfordshire, showing major rivers
(blue) and towns (pink). Find the full maps at:
wildoxfordshire.org.uk/biodiversity/conservation-target-areas
Illustrated by Helen Walsh. Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright
and database right 2016.

Wild Oxfordshire News – Summer 2019

1

Targeting work for wildlife
Bog pimpernel ‘pink snow’
© Judy Webb

Restoring the fens at Oxford Heights West
There has been a surge of action in the Oxford Heights West CTA, which is noted for
containing many of Oxfordshire’s fens. The rare alkaline fens are protected under
European law for their unique flora and fauna. Sadly, this biodiversity is easily lost if left
unmanaged as tall reeds and willows grow up. The long established work on SSSIs is now
being expanded to cover other sites. Experience developed at Cothill and Lye Valley is
now being applied at Chilswell and Raleigh Park by volunteers from BBOWT’s Wild Oxford
project. Repeated cutting of reed, rush and tall sedge is re-creating the short sward
necessary for small plants such as grass-of-Parnassus to thrive. As part of the restoration,
seed of marsh lousewort has been introduced from the Lye Valley. This plant is a root
parasite of reed and large sedges; it acts like hay rattle and reduces the vigour of dense
sward, so allowing more delicate plants to thrive. At Chilswell Marsh, lousewort is having
a huge effect, and the introduced bog pimpernel is thriving.
Altogether an exciting scene, but there is so much more that could be done to link up
these habitats with wildlife-rich corridors. If you would like to help, please get in touch.
Camilla Lambrick, Oxfordshire Fens Project, camilla.r.lambrick@gmail.com
Wigwell volunteers
© Wychwood Project

Working in Wychwood
The CTAs within the Wychwood are indicative of the rural, open countryside of West Oxfordshire.
The Northern Evenlode Valleys CTA is a series of limestone valleys and slopes cutting into the
Cotswolds plateau. Highlights include two sites managed by the Wychwood Project. Wigwell Valley,
north of Charlbury, supports limestone grasslands, tufa springs and veteran ash trees, and is an
important site for the rare meadow clary; to help the plant to spread, several enclosures have
been installed to control grazing pressure. Between Charlbury and Chadlington, the remote Dean
Common is a former sand quarry and a near-perfect example of what managed rewilding can
achieve in a CTA. It is now home to orchids, great crested newts and an impressive bird assemblage.
Further south, the Wychwood and Lower Evenlode CTA is situated where the limestone habitats
of the Cotswolds give way to the Oxford clay vales. Managed by local volunteers, North Leigh
Common includes rare acid grassland habitats. North of Hailey, Singe Wood is a good example
of natural regeneration on ancient woodland soils and has some oak coppice and spectacular
carpets of bluebells. The woodland will be managed as a ‘biodiversity hotspot’; it represents a
valuable opportunity for habitat restoration and increased ecological connectivity within the CTA.
Neil Clennell, CEO Wychwood Project, neil@wychwoodproject.org.uk
Otter © Helen Walsh

Managing chalk streams at Letcombe
Letcombe Brook is a chalk stream rising from the chalk downs on the edge of the
Berkshire Downs Escarpment CTA. It flows from Letcombe Bassett in a roughly northerly
direction to the north of East Hanney where it joins the Childrey Brook before flowing
into the Ock and on into the Thames. It supports many priority species such as kingfisher,
water vole, brown trout, bullhead and otter.
The Letcombe Brook Project is a small charity funded by the Parish, Town and
District Councils, employing a part-time Project Officer. The Project Officer is working
with a team of volunteers to improve habitat along the brook, which has been neglected
in many areas, and to control invasive species. Work focuses on reducing shading by
coppicing and pollarding bankside trees and clearing bramble from sections of riverbank.
We are also working with riparian owners to get similar work completed on their land.
It is encouraging to see that in areas where this work has been started, marginal and
in-stream vegetation have started to recover, providing valuable habitat for many chalk
stream species.
Mark Bradfield, Letcombe Brook Project Officer, letcombebrook@hotmail.com
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case studies from Oxfordshire’s Conservation Target Areas
showcasing the benefits of the approach for nature

Oxfordshire's Newest CTA
The newly created Ardley and Upper Heyford CTA covers 1,186 ha and holds about 50%
of the calcareous grassland in Cherwell District plus extensive areas of more neutral
grassland and supports considerable species interest. It supports a number of priority
and rare species including a large population of great crested newts, ground-nesting
birds, such as the skylark and meadow pipit, and butterflies including the small blue,
Duke of Burgundy and green hairstreak at Ardley Wood Quarry. It encompasses two
Sites of Special Scientific Interest, five Local Wildlife Sites and proposed District Wildlife
Sites, and one road verge nature reserve.
The conservation aims for this CTA are to manage, restore and create calcareous
grassland, and to manage as much grassland as possible to buffer and support groundnesting birds. There is also great potential for improving and expanding the habitat for
great crested newts by managing not only ponds and streams, but also their terrestrial
habitat in the form of copses, wooded strips and hedgerows to enable them to move
through their habitat; these are, of course, also excellent habitats for other biodiversity.
Great crested newt
© Tiberiu Sahlean/Shutterstock.com

Roselle Chapman, Community Ecologist, Wild Oxfordshire, roselle@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
River of Life I
wetland works ©
Earth Trust

River of life
Building on the success of the River of Life wetland creation project in the Thames
Clifton to Shillingford CTA, Earth Trust is partnering with local landowners for the River of
Life II. Sixteen new ponds, seven backwaters and wet woodland within the floodplain
will provide vital habitats for wildlife and slow down and filter water as it flows towards
the River Thames. The creation of these features alongside mosaics of other natural
habitats such as woodland improve the quality of the landscape. These features also
provide havens for spawning fish and wildlife essential to a thriving living system, from
dragonflies to kingfishers and otters. The works at these locations involves the
movement of approximately 44,000 m3 of spoil in order to shape the new wetland features.
Pre-construction work will begin this year and include discussions with local
communities and other interested stakeholders, negotiating access agreements,
archaeological and ecological surveys, and refining designs. The main earth works
construction period will take place in summer 2020, followed by the final physical
elements of the project relating to access and interpretation.
Chris Parker, Head of Land Management, Earth Trust, chris.parker@earthtrust.co.uk
Curlew © Andy Hay/
rspb-images.com
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Call of the curlew
Several CTAs along the Upper Thames and its tributaries
have breeding curlew, a species now on the Red list in Birds
of Conservation Concern. The Upper Thames supports one
of the largest lowland curlew populations, with 47 pairs
recorded in 2018 representing 20% of lowland breeding pairs.
Charlotte Kinnear, RSPB, charlotte.kinnear@rspb.org.uk
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CTAs in Oxon –
continued from
front page ...
… scale nature recovery network
which may be identified at a county or
regional scale, and they should certainly
provide the basis for any recovery
network operating at a smaller scale –
the development of the CTAs has done
much of the heavy-lifting in terms of
identifying where many of our finest
ecological assets are found and where it
would best repay efforts to enlarge and
connect them, and that principle carries
through to nature recovery networks.
Recent discussions led by the
Freshwater Habitats Trust have
highlighted how relevant the CTAs are in
considering a wider freshwater network
for the county, which could be considered
as one part of a wider nature recovery
plan for the county. However, the CTA
network itself needs to respond and
adapt to additional information as it arises
(and there is now a process for formally
proposing and adopting new CTAs or
changes to boundaries), and we must
never forget that important conservation
activity takes place (and needs to) outside
CTAs, but for strategic conservation
planning purposes they remain the
central focus for many conservation
practitioners. As the discussions around
nature recovery networks develop over
the coming months, it is hard to think that
CTAs will not continue to be the bedrock
for a nature strategy in the county.

Update from Wild
Oxfordshire
• 8 new ‘Water Champions’ will be
collecting monthly water samples
across the Evenlode Catchment..
• Evenlode Catchment Partnership
secured, £75,000 of new funding.
David Astor shows Robert Courts flood
alleviation plans in West Oxfordshire.
© Robert Courts

• The innovative Natural Flood
Management Project continues
to attract visitors to see the pilot
flood alleviation scheme. Local
MP Robert Courts, Environment
Agency’s National Flood
Monitoring team, engineers from
Stroud and university students
from Brunel and Oxford.
Milton-under-Wychwood,
volunteers tree planting
© Ann Berkeley

• Bumblebees and health centres –
we are working with Centre for
Sustainable Healthcare, Craig
Blackwell and TOE to create and
provide information on bumblebee
borders, as trialled in Chipping Norton.

Solitary bee on wild rose © Roselle Chapman
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Follow us on Facebook and
Twitter: @WildOxfordshire

• Improving habitat management –
Roselle has given advice, site visits
and presentations to 8 groups to help
improve the habitats they manage.
• More PhD research secured. The
small woods association and a PhD
student from Birmingham University
are trialling the use of coppice
to intercept soil and associated
nutrients in high rainfall events.

Little Wittenham Office: 01865 407034
Ann Berkeley, Project Coordinator
ann@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
Clare Mowbray, Communications
Officer
clare@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
Roselle Chapman, Community
Ecologist
roselle@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
Sian Liwicki, Chair of Trustees
sian@bothyvineyard.co.uk

• Wild Oxfordshire’s AGM attracted
over 50 members to hear about
Natural Flood Management
Project and the flood modelling
undertaken by HR Wallingford.
• 60 Milton-under-Wychwood
volunteers spent two weekends
willow spiling and planting 300 trees.

Graham Scholey MBE MCIEEM BA (Hons)
Biodiversity Technical Specialist,
Environment Agency

contact us

• 8th Waterblitz. Across the Thames
Catchment, Oxfordshire led
the way – more samples were
collected by volunteers than in
any other county. The cleanest
subcatchment was the Ray.

EA NFM National
Monitoring Team & Soar
NFM visit the Oxfordshire’s
NFM site © Dave Gasca

Thank you to all our supporters,
funders, trustees and volunteers that
make our work possible.
This newsletter is kindly sponsored by
Worton Organics Ltd. Open Fri-Sun
for delicious organic veg and cafe.
Worton Farm, Worton OX29 4SU
Tel: 07718 518964

Find out more about us:
www.wildoxfordshire.org.uk
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