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Summary  

This report details an assessment of the State of Nature for the Blackdown Hills Area of 

Outstanding Beauty. It is part of a suite of projects that together comprise the emerging 

Nature Recovery Plan for the area, in part fulfilment of the ôColchester declarationõ 

pledge by each AONB to undertake steps to address the extinction emergency for 

biodiversity, within the context of  a wider response to climate change (NAAONB, 2019) . 

 

The strategic context for a Nature Recovery Plan for the Blackdown  Hills AONB is 

described. A desk study collated and mapped evidence from local and national 

sources, including condition information where available , and the distribution of 

Champion Species . Key Natural Capital values for the Blackdown Hills  AONB are also 

descr ibed. The relationships between Priority Habitats, the distribution of Champion 

Species for the Blackdown Hills AONB, and Strategic Nature Areas were examined.   

 

Important habitats for the Blackdown  Hills AONB include woodland, heathland  and 

meadows and we tlands , as well as special  features  such as spring -line mire habitats. 

Hedgerows are important landscape connectivity features for wildlife such as brown 

hairstreak butterfly and hazel dormouse. The hills are also a hotspot for rare and 

important bats such  as lesser and greater horseshoe, and Bechstein õs bat.  

 

Priority habitats and designated sites comprised a relatively small area within the AONB . 

Overall, the Blackdown  Hills AONB comprises 6% priority habitat cover and around 10% 

of the Blackdown Hills AO NB is covered by a combination of statutory and non -statutory 

designated sites for nature conservation . Of these statutory designated sites , Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest cover 1.8% of the Blackdown Hills  AONB, with 19.1% of the Sites 

of Special Sci entific Interest being in a favourable condition .  This offers ample scope for 

nature recovery throughout the area  to contribute to local, regional and national 

targets, potentially attracting significant funding streams for environmental land 

management r elating to biodiversity and natural capital . 

 

Natural capital benefits of the Blackdown Hills AONB includes the carbon stored in 

woodland , peaty soils and other natural habitats within the Blackdown Hills  AONB, and 

catchment -scale approaches to fluvial flows and water quality  management. T here is 

substantial scope for further catchment -scale work  to be incorporated within Nature 

Recovery Plans, including through the use of the natural ôecosystem  engineersô, such as 

the beavers on the River Otter, and changes to land management to benefit water 

quality. The value of the Blackdown Hills AONB in terms of recreational, cultural , 

landscape  and heritage benefits is also emphasised, and could be part and parcel of 

Nature  Recover y Plans. 

 

Analysis suggests that the enhancement of Strategic Nature Areas  will support 

important habitats and species within the Blackdown Hills AONB , and that Strategic 

Nature Areas  therefore comprise a reasonable basis for nature recovery planning. In 

due course, further detailed habitat analysis and mapping being carried out at the 

Devon and Somerset  county scales would be expected to update and further refine 

target areas for nature recovery  action s. 

 

Recommendations include : 

¶ Strategic Nature Areas form a reasonable interim approach to the 

identification of priority areas for nature recovery work ð at least until county -

level maps are ready for use .  

¶ Enhancing the data baseline , particularly for areas outside designated sites  

would be valuable.  Refreshing / g round -truthing p riority habitat maps in 

particular would help improve their accuracy  and coverage .  

¶ The identification of landscapes of heritage value may also help to iden tify 
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areas that are currently wildlife -rich, and/or which may yield swift benefits 

from targeted enhancement measures .  

¶ Integrated natural capital benefits from nature recovery include carbon 

budgets, catchment -scale improvements to fluvial management, wel l-being 

benefits from access and recreation, and cultural and heritage 

enhancements.  

¶ The conservation of the characteristic complex ôpatchworkõ landscapes and 

point -features for the Blackdown  Hills AONB within Nature Recovery Plans 

would be of value, parti cularly for spring -line mires.   
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Blackdown Hills AONB State of Nature Report ð Part of the Emerging Nature 

Recovery Plan  

Nature Recovery Plans for AONBs  

1.1.1 The Nature Recovery Network is a major commitment in the Governmentõs 25 

Year Environment Plan (HMSO, 2018). It will comprise a single, improved, joined -

up and larger national network of core, restored and new wildlife rich places. 

This network will help to de liver nature conservation objectives, as well as 

providing landscapes which are more resilient to climate change, which provide 

us with vital ecosystem services including improved soil, clean water and clean 

air, and which help to connect us with nature, b enefiting our health and well -

being (Defra & Natural England, 2020).  

1.1.2 The National Association of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty committed in 

2019 to developing Nature Recovery Plans  (NRPs) to help contribute to this 

commitment, as set out in the Colch ester Declaration (NAAONB, 2019). NRPs for 

each AONB will be developed with contributions from stakeholders including 

government and non -governmental organisations, and landowners; they will 

also be subject to peer review by specialists and will be based o n sound data 

including from Local Record Centres as well as national datasets. A landscape -

scale approach to evaluation and targets will link to metrics to demonstrate how 

NRPs will deliver against regional and national targets , as well as integrating with  

AONB Management Plans and other local strategies and commitments.  

1.1.3 Above all, Nature Recovery Plans for AONBs must inspire, engage and create 

change on the ground. Nature conservation needs to have greater ambition for 

ôbigger, better, more and joinedõ, to reverse previous declines (Lawton, 2010). 

Nature recovery can only ultimately be delivered through action at the site level. 

Effective work at the AONB and similar scales is therefore of critical importance 

to achieving the governmentõs targets as set out in the 25 Year Environment Plan 

(HMSO, 2018) and the 2020 Biodiversity Strategy (Defra, 2011)  

Report Scope  

1.1.4 Understanding the current condition and extent of wildlife in an area is an 

important first step in developing any plan for nature conservation, an d in 

helping to evaluate its future success. This report sets out and maps the State of 

Nature for the Blackdown Hills as at April 2021, collating data from Local Record 

Centres and other sources, and sets out the strategic context for the Blackdown 

Hills Nature Recovery Plan. The aim is to help inform discussions and decisions 

relating to how and where best to target nature conservation actions in the 

Blackdown Hills AONB. It comprises a suite of documents, data, maps and 

materials that together will make up the emerging Nature Recovery Plan for the 

Blackdown Hills AONB.  

1.1.5 This report:  

¶ Describes the strategic context for a Blackdown Hills  AONB Nature Recovery 

Plan in terms of biodiversity and natural capital, including how the 

effectiveness of the Plan can be measured .  

¶ Describes the current biodiversity and natural capital of the Blackdown Hills  

AONB.  
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1.2 Conserving and Enhancing Biodiversity in the Blackdown Hills AONB through a 

Nature Recovery Plan ð Strategic Context  

1.2.1 Biodiversity in England is conserved and enhanced through a variety of different 

agents for nature conservation, including legislative and statutory controls, 

funding regimes an d stakeholder groups. The Nature Recovery Plan for the 

Blackdown Hills  AONB will be delivered through effective use of and integration 

with existing mechanisms. In addition, significant new opportunities from the 

Environment Bill (currently making its way through parliament) and the 

Agriculture Bill (HMSO, 2020) (which passed into law in November 2020) will be 

important to success. These bills form the cornerstone for the governmentõs 25 

Year Environment Plan and ambition of being ôthe first generation to leave the 

natural environment in a better state than we found itõ (HMSO, 2018). These new 

bills include landmark measures such as:  

¶ The requirement for farmers and land managers to deliver public goods in 

return for public money .  

¶ A 10% biodiversity net gain  requirement on new development . 

¶ A strengthened biodiversity duty on public authorities . 

¶ Species Conservation Strategies and Protected Sites Strategies . 

¶ Targeted measures to protect existing trees . 

¶ Provision for conservation covenants . 

¶ Mandatory Local Natu re Recovery Strategies  to cover the whole of 

England. The Nature Recovery Plan for the Blackdown Hills  AONB will be 

expected to feed into the development of the relevant Local Nature 

Recovery Strategy or strategies.  

1.2.2 Some of the key existing and new mechanisms for the delivery of nature 

recovery for AONBs are described in more detail below.  

Local Nature Recovery Strategies  

1.2.3 Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS) will have a statutory basis under the 

Environment Bill ( which is currently going through parliament) and will be a key 

mechanism for the delivery of the national Nature Recovery Network. Spatial 

mapping and planning tools to inform nature recovery will be required to be 

developed.  

1.2.4 The Environment Bill sets out  the required content for statutory LNRS. They will 

together cover the whole of England, with each individual LNR S being led by an 

appropriate ôresponsible authorityõ. They must: include  

¶ A statement of biodiversity priorities for the area . 

¶ A local habitat  map that shows the most valuable existing habitat for nature 

and which maps specific proposals for creating or improving habitat for 

nature as well as wider environment goals.  

1.2.5 LNRS are expected to inform and collective action for nature conservation for a  

variety of sectors, including development control ( e.g.  through targeting 

Biodiversity Net Gain, and the National Planning Policy Framework requirement 

to plan strategically for nature (MHCLG, 2019), agriculture ( e.g.  through the 

Environmental Land Manage ment Scheme) and climate action ( e.g.  through 

highlighting the best areas for tree planting and nature -based flood 

management works).  

1.2.6 Within Devon, preliminary work is being carried out by the Devon Local Nature 

Partnership  including the development of a s trategy for delivery . A Devon 

Nature Recovery Network Map will be developed by 2023 that is expected to 
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contribute to the development of the statutory  LNRS. This map will show (DLNP, 

2021): 

¶ Core Nature Areas comprising existing areas of wildlife rich habit at or 

supporting habitat . 

¶ Other Nature Areas, comprising existing habitats which have current or 

potential wildlife value but which do not meet Core Nature Area criteria.  

¶ Priority areas for habitat creation, based on aspects such as soils and 

geology, and connectivity to existing areas . 

¶ Nature Recovery Areas. Large areas of countryside with considerable 

coverage of Core and other Nature Areas where landscape -scale 

restoration will contribute significantly to nature recovery in Devon . 

¶ Recognition that action  for wildlife everywhere is of value, not just works that 

occur in mapped areas.  

1.2.7 Similarly, within Somerset , preliminary work is being carried out by the Somerset  

Local Nature Partnership that will be expected to feed into the statutory LNRS for 

Somerset . A different approach is being adopted to the identification of areas 

of current and potential future importance for wildlife. Ecological network 

mapping has been carried out for the whole county for four broad habitat types: 

Broad -leaved Woodland ; Priority Grasslands (including calcareous, acid and 

neutral grassland); Heathland and Acid Grassland; and Fen, Marsh and Swamp. 

This ôEconetõ shows (SWT, 2019): 

òa group of habitat patches that species can move easily between  

maintaining ecological function and conserving biodiversity ó.  

1.2.8 Mapped areas are derived from the minimum area required to maintain a 

healthy population and enable dispersal for priority species associated with 

each habitat (SWT, 2019). Although the maps d o not yet highlight areas for 

habitat creation or restoration  in the Blackdown Hills  AONB, they can be used to 

inform the development of national  and local  nature recovery networks ; the 

maps are available for use now.  

1.2.9 The LNRS structure, approach and proce sses will hopefully learn  from previous 

landscape -scale initiatives. These include the South West Nature Map which 

selected ôStrategic Nature Areasõ, comprising core nature areas of existing value 

for wildlife, as well as identifying priority areas for bio diversity action and climate 

change adaptation , based on local and national datasets and input from 

ecologists with local knowledge (BSW, 2007). Another nature recovery mapping 

initiative has been carried out by Natural England, which comprises National 

Habitat Network Maps which identify areas for habitat creation and restoration 

based on the current location of existing priority habitat (Edwards, et al.,  2020). 

However, this map po rtrays a more ôpatchyõ future landscape, and is not 

informed by local knowledge; it also in any case overlaps in large part the SNA 

maps. This report therefore adopts Strategic Nature Areas as a preferred interim 

ôproxyõ for areas for priority action for wildlife which is coherent across the whole 

of the Blackdown  Hills AONB, whilst the county  and national  processes are in 

development; statistical analysis is also carried out to check that SNAs will 

contribute to the conservation of key habitats and species.  

1.2.10 It is expected that current nature recovery initiatives and plans, including AONB 

Nature Recovery Plans, will lay the foundations for and in time become 

integrated with the wider statutory LNR S; action will likely be delivered and 

ônestedõ at a variety of spatial scales, according to local circumstances.  

1.2.11 The recent ôPlanning for the Futureõ white paper set out how national and local 

level environmental and other data should be made available to authorities, 
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communities and applicants in digital form in order to make it easier to re -use 

and update information and reduce the need for site -specific surveys (MHCLG, 

2020). This is as true for the new Local Nature Recovery Strategies as it is for any 

other aspect of spatial planning, and will require significant investment in the 

quality data, mos t likely by public bodies.  

1.2.12 The Nature Recovery Plan for the Blackdown Hills AONB will adopt the approach 

and requirements for the LNRS statutory process, to help inform LNRS emerging 

for each county. Close working with the Local Nature Partnerships for bot h 

Somerset and Devon will be required to align the different methodologies for 

each county and ensure a coherent approach throughout the AONB. The 

Blackdown Hills AONB work will also contribute to wider initiatives, including State 

of Nature Reports for ea ch county. A key objective of the NRP will be to help 

direct and collate current nature conservation activities to those locations and 

works that are most likely to have the greatest positive impact , whilst the wider 

county -level initiatives are in develop ment . 

1.2.13 Some areas with good existing or potential biodiversity will straddle the AONB 

boundary. Integrating the Blackdown Hills NRP with action at the county levels 

will enable actions to be carried out across the AONB boundary, on bigger sites, 

and will ensure that enhanced areas are part of a well -connected landscape, 

at the AONB, county and wider geographical scales , fulfilling the Lawton Report 

requirement for more, bigger, better, and joined wildlife sites and networks 

(Lawton, 2010) . 

Blackdown Hills AONB Management Plan  

1.2.14 It is a statutory requirement for every AONB to have a management plan that is 

reviewed at least every 5 years. Local authorities act jointly to delegate the 

production and co -ordination of the Managem ent Plan to AONB staff units .  The 

current management plan objective relating to nature conservation for the 

Blackdown Hills AONB is (BHAONB, 2019):  

òto conserve geodiversity and ensure effective conservation, 

enhancement, expansion and connectivity of hab itats, forming coherent 

and resilient ecological networks across the Blackdown Hills and beyond, 

facilitating the movement of priority species across the landscape ó. 

1.2.15 This will be achieved through the following Blackdown Hills AONB policies:  

¶ BG1 Take a stra tegic landscape -scale based approach to the creation, 

restoration and maintenance of habitats within the AONB (focussing on 

designated and undesignated priority sites) in order to ensure resilience to 

climate change and other pressures  

¶ BG2 Connect habitats  at a landscape scale and ensure permeability for 

species movement within coherent and resilient ecological networks  

¶ BG3 Priority species (including Section 41, Devon Special Species, Protected 

Species) will be conserved. Targeted action will be taken to support the 

recovery of priority species  

¶ BG4 Ensure sites of geological and geomorphological importance are 

appropriately managed to conserve their special features and reduce 

impacts of development  

¶ BG5 Opportunities will be sought to maximise the benefit s for wildlife and 

people from the positive management of all types of land including 

farmland, gardens, parks and community green spaces  

¶ BG6 A strategic approach to the control, or eradication where feasible, of 

invasive non -native species will be taken w here they threaten or damage 
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local habitats and species and where action is practicable  

¶ BG7 Increased recreational pressure will be resisted at locations where 

unacceptable damage or disturbance to vulnerable habitats or species is 

likely to arise  

1.2.16 A series of indicators have been developed as part of the Blackdown Hills AONB 

Management Plan process, that track the ôhealthõ of the AONB across all 

objectives and inform AONB Annual Reviews and the five yearly AONB 

Management Plan reviews. Natural heritage ind icators include percentage of 

SSSI in favourable condition and area of woodland in active management.  

These specific measures are used to define the existing ôstate of the AONBõ 

relating to biodiversity, as well as including statements relating to the ôdesired 

stateõ for each target (BHAONB, 2017). 

1.2.17 Key performance indicators and targets for the Blackdown Hills  AONB NRPs are 

expected to in time comprise a subset of the AONB statutory management plan 

targets relating to biodiversity; crucially, these will inc lude a spatial 

representation of policies and action relating to nature recovery and natural 

capital actions ð mapped actions and targets.  

Protected and Important S ites, Species  and Habitats  

1.2.18 Legislation, such as the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) (HMSO, 

1981)and the Conservation of Natural Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as 

amended) (HMSO, 2017) enable the designation and conservation of statutory 

sites and species, set out a consent and licensing regime for some activities and 

ensure consideration of protected sites in the development control regime; as 

well as enabling financial and other support for positive management, 

enhancements, and monitoring.  

1.2.19 Statutory protecte d sites represent the very best core areas for wildlife 

conservation and their conservation and enhancement will be important to the 

success of the national and local nature networks. The Colchester declaration 

include s a commitment that at least 200,000ha  of Sites of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSIs) with in AONBs will be in favourable condition  by 2030 (NAAONB, 

2019). 

1.2.20 Species Conservation Strategies are a development control mechanism now 

included in the Environment Bill whic h are designed to address ôup-frontõ the 

adverse impacts likely to arise from development . The aim is to conserve local 

populations whilst also reducing the need for reactive, site -based assessments . 

The initiative builds on the experience of district leve l licensing for great crested 

newt  Triturus cristatus which is now in place in many counties including the 

Somerset area of the Blackdown Hills AONB  ((b) Defra, 2020) . Survey s are 

undertaken and measures developed to mitigate or compensate for any 

impact o n the species in advance and across a wide area . A Nature Recovery 

Plan for the Blackdown Hills AONB could help to target and focus action carried 

out under Species Conservation Strategies.  

1.2.21 Protected Sites Strategies are also included in the Environment Bi ll and are 

expected to operate in a similar way  to Species Conservation Strategies. They 

may , for example,  be developed to address multiple impacts on protected sites 

that arise from off -site impacts  and a Nature Recovery Plan may help to focus 

and direct action and resources. An example of their use could be to resource 

action for landscape connectivity that will help to ensure favourable condition 

for bat populations from Special Areas of Conservation across southwest 

England.  

1.2.22 AONBs have each adopted up t o 5 Species of Conservation Concern and will 

prepare and deliver a Species Action Plan, with the objective that at least thirty 
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threatened species relevant to AONBs will be taken off the list by 2030 (NAAONB, 

2019).  

Public duty  

1.2.23 The existing statutory duty  on public bodies to have regard to biodiversity (HMSO, 

2006) will be strengthened by the Environment Bill. Public bodies will be required 

to further a general biodiversity objective relating to the conservation and 

enhancement of biodiversity. Each body w ill be required to:  

¶ Consider  from  time -to -time  what  action  it can  take,  consistent  with  the  

proper  exercise  of  its functions,  to  further  the  general  biodiversity  

objective,  and;  

¶ determine  policies  and  specific  objectives  it considers  appropriate  for  

taking  action  to  further  the  general  biodiversity  objective,  and;  

¶ take  such  action  as it considers  appropriate,  in the  light  of  those  policies  

and  objectives,  to  further  the  objective.  

1.2.24 Nature Recovery Plans will be a helpful contribution to AONB fulfilment of their 

statutory duty to conservation.  

Government Funding for Environmental Land Management  

1.2.25 The government provides support for beneficial land management  that delivers 

public benefits, including biodiversity, access and natural capital 

enhanc ements . The most significant support, in terms of areas covered and 

impacts on biodiversity, comprises agri -environmental funding. Three new 

schemes are in development : 

¶ Sustainable Farming Incentive  

¶ Local Nature Recovery  

¶ Landscape Recovery  

1.2.26 These schemes ar e the latest in a series of agri -environmental support schemes 

which are moving away from ôprofit foregoneõ to ôpayments for public goodsõ, 

as an ecosystem services approach is embedded within government processes, 

which places a public benefit value on th e wise stewardship of natural capital. 

The schemes together form a cornerstone of how the government expects to 

meet its targets for the 25-year  Environment Plan (HMSO, 2018), as well as 

contributing to the commitment to ônet zeroõ emissions by 2050 (made under an 

amendment to the Climate Change Act (HMSO, 2008). The scheme s mean  that  

farmers and other land managers are likely to be paid for delivering the following 

public goods:  

¶ clean air  

¶ clean and plentiful water  

¶ thriving plants and wildlife  

¶ protection fr om environmental hazards  

¶ reduced risk of harm from environmental hazards such as flooding and 

drought  

¶ enhanced beauty, heritage and engagement with the environment  

¶ mitigating and adapting  to climate change.  

1.2.27 The Blackdown Hills includes one of the national ôtest and trialõ projects for 

Environmental Land Management  Schemes (ELMS). This project is trialling a 

ôpeer-to -peerõ approach amongst farmers to help improve agri-environment 

scheme update for high nature value areas. The pilot aims to improve h abitat 



Blackdown Hills AONB State of Nature Report 2021  

 7 www.geckoella.co.uk  

connectivity between holdings and enable a collective approach to identifying 

and enhancing natural capital. It is worth noting that ELMS are now being 

replaced by  the  Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) which will provide support 

for individual far mers, as a successor to schemes such as Countryside 

Stewardship . SFI pilots are in development, and the scheme is expected to roll -

out in late 2024 . Nature Recovery Plans are expected to help target SFI scheme 

actions and investment . 

Other Funding Opportunities  

1.2.28 There will be a specific Local Nature Recovery Scheme that will offer 

government funding for collaborative projects that deliver environmental 

benefits. Although the details of the scheme are uncertain, there may be 

opportunities for this fund to support actions recommended by the Blackdown  

Hills AONB Nature Recovery Plan.  

1.2.29 There will be a Landscape Recovery Scheme. This will support large -scale long -

term changes in land use that would contribut e to biodiversity networks and 

delivery natural  capital enhancements such as contributions to the national 

carbon net zero target. Projects may include tree -planting over significant areas 

or peatland conservation projects. The Nature Recovery Plan for the Blackdown 

Hills AONB may help to identify suitable projects and areas for applications for 

funding under the scheme.  

Direct Management and Ownership  

1.2.30 Direct management and ownership of sites for biodiversity by government and 

non -governmental organisations (nature reserves) remains a crucial element of 

conservation in England and elsewhere, particularly where these represent ôcore 

natureõ areas of high biodiversity value. 

1.2.31 Management of sites for other or multi -purposes can also help to deliver 

biodiversity targets. This includes where manageme nt protects a site from 

pressures relating to agricultural intensification or development. Other or 

additional site management objectives can include heritage, landscape, 

recreation and the use of land for military purposes.  

Biodiversity Net Gain  

1.2.32 Biodiver sity Net Gain ( BNG) will be mandated by the Environment Bill currently 

going through parliament. This will place a requirement on local planning 

authorities to achieve benefits for biodiversity through development control 

mechanisms. Many local authorities  already include BNG policies within their 

local plan policies. BNG is one of a suite of public benefits, under the umbrella 

of ôEnvironmental Net Gainõ, that are increasingly expected to be delivered 

through state support and development control (HMSO, 20 18). 

1.2.33 Biodiversity Net Gain is ôdevelopment that leaves biodiversity in a better state 

than beforeõ (Baker, Hoskin, & Butterworth, 2019). This compares habitat 

condition, type and area, once a project has completed, as compared to the 

baseline at the start of the project. A standardised metric is used to calculate 

the ônet gainõ figure (Crosher, et al. , 2019). Areas put forward will need to 

achieve a gain of at least 10%, and be actively managed for biodiversity for a 

minimum of 30 years (Baker, Hoskin, & Bu tterworth, 2019).  

1.2.34 The ômitigation hierarchyõ still applies, so that developers are required to 

demonstrate how they first, avoid, second mitigate and finally compensate for 

adverse effects arising from a proposal. BNG is only applied after all reasonable 

options under avoidance and mitigation have been explored.  

1.2.35 Nature Recovery Plans can help target resources secured from developers for 
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Biodiversity Net Gain actions to those locations most likely to achieve success.  

Conservation Covenants  

1.2.36 The security of long -term favourable land management can be crucial to the 

success of conservation initiatives. The Environment Bill includes provision for 

ôconservation covenantsõ, enabling obligations  for positive management to be 

passed on to successors or purchasers o f land. This will be important for many 

nature recovery actions and projects within the Blackdown Hills AONB.  

Stakeholder Engagement and Support  

1.2.37 For all activities for nature conservation, public awareness of the value of and 

threats to biodiversity is cri tical to long -term support. A nurturing of public interest 

in and engagement with nature and biodiversity is important, including 

engagement with stakeholders at all levels through effective consultation.  

1.3 Conserving and Enhancing Natural Capital in the Bl ackdown Hills AONB through 

a Nature Recovery Plan ð Strategic Context  

1.3.1 AONBs across England are committed to embedding an ecosystem services 

approach into their management plans by 2024 (NAAONB, 2019). Nature 

Recovery Plans and initiatives for the Blackdown  Hills AONB will be expected to 

deliver natural capital enhancements.   

1.3.2 Natural capital is related to, but distinct from biodiversity in terms of how it is 

evaluated and managed. Natural capital is defined as the stock of living and 

non -living natural asset s, including geology, soils, water and all living organisms. 

The benefits of natural capital to us can be measured in terms of ecosystem 

services, which are the vital processes that derive from ecosystems that make 

our planet habitable to humans, such as c lean air and food provision, as well as 

the aesthetic values and mental wellbeing. A healthy and balanced ecosystem 

is more resistant to stresses such as climate change and will have an increased 

ability to provide the ecosystem services and maintain the n atural capital that 

we require to thrive on this planet.  

1.3.3 Natural capital tends to be based and/or dependent upon biodiversity, and the 

need for long term policies and action to assist with increasing and maintaining 

natural capital is well recognised. Mon etary and other values can be assigned 

to selected ecosystems services so that we can better understand, and monitor 

the contribution made by those assets from an economic perspective. This 

anthropocentric approach to valuation can be useful for influencin g decision 

making. Although it is no substitute for the effective articulation of the need to 

protect biodiversity based on intrinsic values and ethics, natural capital and 

ecosystem service calculations can convey some key additional benefits 

derived from  biodiversity conservation. Since many decisions are made at least 

partly based on economic consideration, looking at biodiversity in terms of 

natural capital enables environmental decisions to also be discussed in financial 

and asset management terms (e.g . Dasgupta, 2021).   

1.3.4 Economic techniques for measuring the value individuals and communities 

place on natural resources are rapidly evolving; however, describing the 

relationship between biodiversity and natural capital remains complex and 

challenging.  Na tural capital can include a wide range of assets, and measuring 

the benefits associated with public goods can be particularly problematic. 

Values can be easier to measure for ôtangible and transferableõ stocks such as 

wood, as compared to, for example poll inators, views from a locality or climatic 

buffering (Dasgupta, 2021).  

1.3.5 Natural stocks may be used to derive benefits in a sustainable manner or can be 

depleted; use can be extractive or non -extractive (Lovell, Depledge, & Maxwell, 

2018). Agriculture is one  industry that both relies upon and impacts on the natural 
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environment for production. Conservation grazing can be crucial for the 

management and maintenance of natural stocks relating to soil conservation 

and biodiversity. Decline in the condition and res ilience of the natural 

environment (for example, loss of soil or access to water), including biodiversity 

(pollinators) can pose a risk to agriculture. Sometimes the relationship is complex; 

for example, wildlife can eat crops ð but can also contribute to pest control. In 

the Blackdown  Hills AONB, as for many AONBs, sustainable agriculture can yield 

substantial public goods as well as food and benefits for biodiversity , although it 

is not always currently straightforward for landowners to make the most of t hese 

opportunities (Silcock, et al., 2011) . 

1.3.6 AONB Management Plans are expected to include ômeaningful measures 

around climate change mitigation and adaptation, including clear, measurable 

targets to support Net Zeroõ (NAAONB, 2019). Investment in natural capital can 

improve resilience to climate change  alongside biodiversity benefits .  

1.3.7 Catchment scale actions and partnerships can be particularly helpful . Nature -

based solutions to water flow management can reduce flood risk and e nhance 

biodiversity as well as helping to address water quality  issues in an integrated 

manner  (EA, 2017). Catchment -scale projects underway of which the 

Blackdown Hills AONB are a partner include for the River Axe  and the River Culm . 

A Nature Recovery Plan could help to map and target suitable areas for further 

action . 

1.3.8 Investment in natural capital can also provide means to approach ônet zeroõ 

carbon emissions . Tree planting can provide additional woodland habitat and 

absorb carbon  ((a) Defra, 2020) . AONB. The ôWoods for Waterõ project illustrates 

how woodland enhancemen t can also potentially help to address water flow 

issues at the catchment scale (BHAONB, 2017). A Nature Recovery Plan could 

help to identify both the right place to plant trees, as well as identify ing  areas 

where planting tree s should be avoided due to the existing nature conservation 

and other values of the land.  

1.3.9 Integration of natural capital targets within Nature Recovery Plans may be 

helpful to this objective, providing an opportunity to direct climate interventions 

to the  best locations within AONBs to maximise benefits and minimise risks and 

costs.  

1.3.10 As the ônet zeroõ statutory target approaches then additional resources for 

climate change adaptation and carbon sequestration may be available as 

external individuals and org anisations seek means to offset their carbon budget.  

A Nature Recovery Plan could help to identify where these resources could best 

be targeted.  

1.3.11 Well-being benefits from access to wildlife can be considerable and AONBs 

across the country have committed to enabling opportunities for people to 

ômake an emotional connection with natureõ (NAAONB, 2019).  

1.3.12 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty comprise high quality environments. made 

up from a combination of biodiversity, heritage and landscape aspects. Natural 

cap ital is not the only stock used by people. There is produced capital ( e.g.  

buildings) and human capital ( e.g.  health, education, well -being). Some 

features of high biodiversity value, such as mature hedgerow networks, also 

have significant landscape, herit age and culture values and well -being benefits 

for people from high quality environments can be derived from a complex mix 

of these, including the interactions between them. Over the last twenty years 

there has been a rapidly growing body of evidence relat ed to the well -being 

benefits derived from living in, visiting or otherwise having access to (whether 

direct or indirect) a high -quality environment, and researchers have increasingly 

explored the roles and relationships between biodiversity, heritage, eco system 
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services and natural capital in deriving these benefits ( e.g.  Powell, et al. , 2019; 

RPA and LUC, 2019; Fluck & Holyoak, 2017 ; Youngs & Horner, 2019 ; Natural 

England, 2009 ; Fujiwara, Cornwall, & Dolan, 2014 and Ander, et al. , 2013). 

1.4 Measuring the Effectiveness of a Blackdown Hills AONB Nature Recovery Plan  

1.4.1 The Nature Recovery Plan for the Blackdown Hills AONB will be expected to 

deliver against existing and new obligations. Detailed objectives and Key 

Performance Indicators (KPIs) are in development. These will need to line up with 

the indicator list produced by government relating to the 25 -year Environment 

Plan, as well as being compatible with, and avoiding duplication of, existing and 

emerging monitoring frameworks, including the AONB Management Pl an, Local 

Nature Recovery Strategies, SFI and other relevant schemes and initiatives. 

Similarly, some of these schemes will increasingly incorporate measures relating 

to their delivery against nature recovery targets.  

1.4.2 Environmental metrics and Key Performance Indicators for Nature Recovery 

Plans should include mapped measures relating to areas of habitat, areas under 

positive management, and, where available, habitat condition. Species data 

and trends, and measures relating to natural capital would also be important to 

effective monitoring. Howeve r, the process is at an early stage. Considering the 

strategic context, and existing plans and objectives set out above, initial KPIs for 

the process may include:  

Å Writing the NRP and integrating it within the AONB Management Plan . 

Å Update the NRP on a 3 -5 years basis . 

Å A qualitative tracker for the 5 priority species in each plan . 

1.4.3 These will be supplemented with additional detailed targets, including mapped 

priorities and targets for nature recovery within the Blackdown Hills AONB in due 

course.  
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2. Meth odology  

2.1 Project Team  

2.1.1 The Geckoella Project Team includes Kate Jeffreys (Geckoella Director & Project 

Lead), Samuel Olney (Geckoella Principal Ecologist and Elements 2&3 Lead), Phil 

Collins (PCA Director and Elements 1&4 Lead) , Jamie Foster (Geckoella GIS 

Lead)  and Alex Woolock (Geckoella Statistics Assistant). The Project Manager  for 

Blackdown Hills AONB is Tim Youngs (AONB Manager) . A Steering Group for the 

project included  representatives from Quantock Hills AONB, Mendip  Hills AONB, 

East Devon AONB and So uth Devon AONB.  

2.2 Selection of Champion Species   

2.2.1 A list of ôindicatorõ or ôkeyõ species was compiled for Blackdown Hills AONB as a 

way of developing the Nature Recovery Plan and driving the wider protection  

and recovery of important habitat s within Blackdown  Hills AONB; this also 

comprises part of the Colchester Declaration commitment for AONBs to derive 

Species Action Plans (NAAONB, 2019) . The potential Champion Species were 

narrowed down using three criteria; species of conserva tion concern, indicators 

of healthy habitats, and if they are a charismatic species. The Champion Species 

are an important way of connecting and engaging with the wider public and 

so it was crucial that the Champion Species selected were  charismatic so as to 

be used as an engagement tool for  stakeholders, landowners and the general 

public.  

2.2.2 Natural England, working with the AONB network in England, created a tool to 

cross check Section 41 , red -listed, ôBack from the Brink õ and favourable 

conservation status species against their national distribution to highlight specific 

AONB relevance. The list of species was then  looked at by Blackdown Hills AONB 

and reviewed by local partners  and stakeholders including various specialis ts to 

come up with the final Champion Species list for Blackdown Hills AONB based 

on the three criteria detailed above.  

2.3 Desk Study  of Biodiversity and Natural Capital  

2.3.1 A desk study was carried out to visualise and analyse the current State of Nature 

within Blackdown Hills AONB. This study involved the collection of open -source 

data in addition to data from Local Record Centres (LRC). LRC (and open -

source) data has been limited to within or on the boundary of the Blackdown 

Hills AONB. 

2.3.2 Open -source data has bee n collected from Natural England, Historic England, 

Ordnance Survey, Devon County Council , Somerset County Council , 

Environment Agency and the Office for National Statistics: this data was 

accessed through MAGICõs data portal (Natural England 2021). This open -

source data includes designated sites (SSSIs, SACs, LNRs and AONBs), natural 

capital indicators ( e.g.  quantity of freshwater floodplains), river and catchment 

records, an ancient woodland inventory and heritage assets (scheduled 

monuments and parks and  gardens). In addition to this, OpenStreetMap 

Standard has been acquired through QGISõs OSM plugin and used as a base 

map in all maps excluding those showing river management and modification 

data, in which case Google Satellite rasters are used.  

2.3.3 Data rece ived from Local Records Centres  (DBRC and SERC), includes priority 

habitats, a species inventory, statutory protected sites, non -statutory sites and 

Strategic Nature Areas. The 10 Champion Species chosen, were extracted from 

LRC species data sets and filte red by their original survey collection date into 

two categories: ô2009 and olderõ and ô2010 to presentõ. To ensure enough 

species data was available, and that the current State of Nature was best 
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represented, the ô2010 to presentõ Champion Species dataset  was therefore 

used for statistical analyses.  

2.3.4 The condition of habitats and status of species populations is an important part 

of describing the State of Nature of an area. Condition assessment data is 

available for Sites of Special Scientific Interest, and there are national 

assessments of the conservation status for some priority habitats and species 

(Natural England, 2021) . However,  there is currently sparse accessible and 

mappable data relating to the condition of, for example, Local Wildlife Sites or 

priority habitats at the AONB or finer scale.  

2.3.5 The data we received has been processed and spatially analysed in QGIS, with 

a full ana lysis being carried out within RStudio. Open -source data is typically 

available at a national scale, however LRC data is limited to county boundaries 

(the Somerset ð Devon county boundary, in this case). Although data from LRCs 

is showing the same type of information, the format in which it is supplied, 

displayed and created, differs between each records centre. As a result, 

datasets such as priority habitats, Champion Species and non -statutory sites 

have been processed to produce coherent and uniform datas ets at a whole -

AONB scale, spanning the county boundaries.  Spatial and statistical analyses 

are only undertaken on the datasets that exists within the AONB boundary.  

2.3.6 When calculating the ôtotalõ percentage cover (%) and area (Ha) in Tables 2, 3 

and 6, the overlap of sites has been taken into account so as to not duplicate 

the results ( e.g.  where Quants SSSI and Quants SAC overlap, the area is only 

included in the total once).  

Table  1: Data Sources  Blackdown Hills AONB  

Dataset  Source  Description  

DBRC habitats, 

sites and species  

Devon 

Biodiversity 

Records Centre  

A dataset containing priority habitats 

(polygons), statutory and non -statutory sites 

(polygons) and species data (points) 

containing spatial records of champion 

species. Data is limited to Devon within the 

Blackdown Hills AONB.  

Strategic Nature 

Areas (SNA)  

Devon 

Biodiversity 

Records Centre  

A polygon dataset outlining areas of the 

countryside containing higher than average 

concentrations of wildlife habitats. Composed 

of six unique SNA types  within the Blackdown 

Hills AONB: Lowland Heath, Neutral Grassland, 

Purple Moor Grass and Rush Pasture, 

Woodland and Rivers.  

SERC habitats, 

sites and species  

Somerset 

Environmental 

Records Centre  

A dataset containing priority habitats 

(polygons), statutory and non -statutory sites 

(polygons) and species data (polygon, 

converted to points) containing spatial records 

of champion species. Data is limited to 

Somerset within the Blackdown Hills AONB.  

Somerset's 

ecological 

network maps 

(Econet)  

Somerset 

Environmental 

Records Centre  

An ecological network of 4 different broad 

habitat types  (polygons) : 'Broadleaf 

Woodland', 'Fen, Marsh and Swamp', 'Heath 

and Acid Grassland' and 'Species Rich 

Grassland'. Each network is composed of Core 

Area s, smaller Stepping Stones and Dispersal 

Areas. SERC's Econet shares similarities with 

DBRC's Strategic Nature Areas.  
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Dataset  Source  Description  

OS Open Rivers  
Ordnance 

Survey 

A national dataset containing inland rivers, 

canals, lakes and tidal rivers line data. Inland 

rivers line data within or on the boundary of the 

Blackdown Hills AONB have been isolated, 

buffered to a diameter of 1.4m and used a 

proxy to represent  rivers as a priority habitat.  

National 

Character Areas 

(England)  

Natural England  

A national dataset containing polygons of 

national scale character areas (defined areas 

of the landscape with unique/identifiable 

characteristics).  

Habitat 

Networks 

(Combined 

Habitats) 

(England)  

Natural England  

This dataset contains habitat networks for 18 

priority habitats, in addition to habitat 

restoration -creation, restorable habitat, plus 

fragmentation action, and network 

enhancement and expansion zones (Natural 

England 2021). This data has been isolated to 

within Blackdown Hills AONB only.  

Areas of 

Outstanding 

Natural Beauty 

(England)  

Natural England  

A national dataset containing polygons Areas 

of Outstanding Natural Beauty. This data is 

used to outline the Blackdown Hills AONB in all 

maps produced, in addition to sourcing East 

Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty as 

a statutory site.  

Natural Capital 

Atlases: 

Mapping 

Indicators for 

County and City 

Regions  

Natural England  

A large dataset containing quality, quantity 

and location of natural capital indicators. The 

quantity of freshwater floodplains, priority 

woodland and improved grasslan d have been 

displayed in 5km 2 hexagonal tiles and 

symbolised according to the quantity of the 

respective natural capital asset. The dataset 

includes ôWFD 2016 Cycle 2õ line data which 

has been used to symbolise modifications 

made to rivers, and surface wat er quality.  

Sites of Special 

Scientific Interest 

Units (England)  

Natural England  

A shapefile dataset containing individual units 

of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), 

which have been isolated to within or on the 

boundary of the Blackdown Hills AONB. These 

unit polygons have been displayed to show 

the condition of the unit/features of interest 

within (favourable to destroyed).  

Ancient 

Woodland 

(England)  

Natural England  

An ancient woodland inventory of sites in 

England. This data is isolated to within or on the 

boundary of the Blackdown Hills AONB and 

shows 'Ancient & Semi -Natural Woodland' and 

'Ancient Replanted Woodland' sites.  

Special Areas of 

Conservation 

(England)  

Natural England  

A polygon dataset of Special Areas of 

Conservation (SAC) within England. This data 

has been isolated to show sites that only lie 

within or on the boundary of the Blackdown 

Hills AONB. Available through Natural England  

via MAGIC.  
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Dataset  Source  Description  

Local Nature 

Reserves 

(England)  

Natural England  

A polygon dataset of Local Nature Reserves 

(LNR) within England. This data has been 

isolated to show sites that only lie within or on 

the boundary of the Blackdown Hills AONB. 

Available through Natural England via MAGIC.  

Sites of Special 

Scientific Interest 

(England)  

Natural England  

A polygon dataset of Sites of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSI) within England. This data has 

been isolated to show sites that only lie within 

or on the boundary of the Blackdown Hills 

AONB. This data differs from ôSites of Special 

Scientific Interest Units (England)õ because it 

does not contain unit subdivisions describing 

the site condition. Available through Natural 

England via MAGIC.  

Open Mosaic 

Habitat (Draft)  
Natural England  

A dataset containing areas of verified Open 

Mosaic Habitat. This data has been displayed 

as a priority habitat alongside data provided 

by Local Records Centres (DBRC and SERC).  

OSM Standard  OpenStreetMap  

OpenStreetMap Standard has been used a 

base map for all maps produced  (excluding 

river condition maps where Google Satellite 

data is used) . Obtained through the OSM 

plugin through QGIS.  

Devon 

Character Areas  

Devon County 

Council  

Devon Character Areas form part of Devon's 

landscape character assessment (DLCA). This 

dataset contains polygons of county scale 

areas which exhibit distinct and unique 

character within the Blackdown Hills AONB 

(Devon County Council n.d.).  

Landscape 

Character Areas  

Devon County 

Council  

Landscape Character Areas form part of 

Devon's landscape character assessment 

(DLCA). This dataset contains polygons of local 

scale areas which exhibit distinct and unique 

character within the Blackdown Hills AONB 

(Devon County Council n.d.) . 

Scheduled 

Monuments 

(polygons)  

Historic England  

Scheduled monuments are displayed as a 

heritage feature (in addition to parks and 

gardens). Due to the small size of these sites, it 

is not practical to uniquely symbolise individual 

sites at the scale of the Blackdown Hills AONB.  

Parks and 

Gardens 

(polygons)  

Historic England  

A polygons dataset containing parks and 

gardens (heritage assets) from the Register of 

Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest 

in England, produced by Historic England. 

Poundisford Park has been displayed due to i ts 

close proximity to the boundary of the AONB.  

Counties and 

Unitary 

Authorities 

(December 

2019) Boundaries 

UK BUC 

Office for 

National 

Statistics 

A national polygon dataset containing 

boundaries of counties and unitary authorities, 

displayed in all maps to show the county 

boundary lines between Somerset, Devon and 

Dorset.  
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Dataset  Source  Description  

WFD River 

Waterbody 

Catchments 

Cycle 2  

Environment 

Agency  

A polygon dataset containing river 

catchments. This dataset has been symbolised 

to show the boundaries of river catchments 

and used in conjunction with Natural England's 

Natural Capital Atlases data, in particular 

maps referring to quantity of freshwater 

floodplains, and condition of rivers.  

Buglife B-lines Buglife  

A dataset produced by Buglife © 2021, 

containing a national dataset (UK) of B -Line 

polygons.  

Google Satellite  Google  

Google Satellite is accessed through the 

Google plugin within QGIS. This data is used as 

background mapping in ôriver conditionõ maps 

showing natural capital data.  

 

2.4 Statistical Analysis  

2.4.1 Champion Species records and, Strategic Nature Areas, statutory and non -

statutory sites and priority habitats have been subject to detailed statistical 

analysis to explore the relationships between Champion  Species and , Strategic 

Nature Areas, biodiversity designations  and  priority  habitats.  

2.4.2 An EconullnetR model was carried out to examine these relationships. The null 

model implies that occurrence of Champion Species records should reflect the 

relative abundance of resources; resources being the areas of designated sites, 

priority habitat or Strategic Nature Areas within the AONB. The null model 

identifies whether Champion Species are positively or negatively associated with 

designated sites, priority habitat or Strategic Nature Areas . 

2.4.3 In order to run the model, the Strategic Nature Area polygon dataset was 

converted into a point -based dataset, where points were ran domised within 

each Strategic Nature Area . Total point count s within each Strategic Nature 

Area were  based on their total area size.  Total number of p oints were generated 

for every  100m2, with no randomised point spaced within 1m of another.  

2.4.4 The Econullnet R model  was  used to ask the following questions:  

¶ What is the coincidence / relationship between Champion Species and 

statutory and non -statutory designations?  

¶ What is the coincidence / relationship between Champion Species and 

priority habitat?  

¶ What is th e coincidence / relationship between Champion Species and 

Strategic Nature Areas ? 

¶ What is the coincidence / relationship between Strategic Nature Areas and 

priority habitat?  

2.4.5 An example hypothesis comprises: Certain priority habitats , for example 

woodland,  will have a higher frequency  of hazel dormice  Muscardinus 

avellanarius  records.  

2.4.6 An example null model comprises : The frequency of hazel dormice  records  is 

unrelated  to  priority habitat type .  

2.4.7 The test  comprises:  

¶ There are x number hazel dormice distributed across the study area 
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(Blackdown Hills AONB)  

¶ Priority Habitats  ð (resources & total availability (m²)) e.g.  wet woo d land  - x 

m², purple moor -grass and rush pasture  -x m²,  parkland -x m2, upland 

oakwood -x m2, et c. [other priority habitats ], and a rea not covered  by 

priority habitats -x m². 

¶ Interaction relationships between hazel dormice and priority habitats  ð 

(EconullnetR model)  

¶ Result: The interaction between the number of hazel dormice  records  

distributed acros s the 19 different priority habitats  and area not covered by 

priority habitats . 

¶ The Interaction Plot compares the frequency and distribution of hazel 

dormice  records  to the 95% confidence intervals of available priority habitat 

from the null model (bars). Red dots denote an interaction that is stronger 

than expected, blue dots weaker than expected, and white dots consisted 

with the null model.  

¶ A stronger than expected interaction shows a positive association, e.g.  

There are proportionally more  hazel  dormice records in X priority habitat 

type. A weaker than expected interaction shows a negative association, 

e.g.  There are proportionally fewer  hazel dormice records in X priority habitat 

type.  An interaction that matches the null model shows there is no  significant 

association, e.g.  There is the expected amount of hazel dormouse records 

in X priority habitat type based on the priority habitats total area cover within 

the study area.  

2.5 Study  & Data Limitations  

2.5.1 Due to SERCõs priority habitat classification using their own Integrated Habitat 

System, the ôlowland fenõ priority habitat is not represented in their data set. In 

place of this, SERCõs ôfen, marsh and swampõ data set has been used. ôPurple 

moor -grass and rush pastureõ priority habitat is displayed alongside ôFen, marsh 

and swampõ as a separate priority habitat . 

2.5.2 The Priority Habitat Inventory often do not reflect the additional value of  a 

complex matrix of habitat s. For example, polygons relating to Blackdown and 

Sampford Common s SSSI are primarily reflected as ôfenõ in Map 2, whilst in reality 

the site includes substantial areas of heathland and carr woodland, and the 

boundaries and relationships between these different habitats contribute 

significantly to their conservation value.  

2.5.3 The accuracy of Pr iority Habitat Inventory at the AONB scale is in question. 

Anecdotal evidence , and the experience of the authors and others suggests 

that the primary classification of habitats and the boundaries to polygons may 

often be inaccurate  and/or old ( e.g.  Silcock, et al. , 2011). In addition, there are 

likely to be areas of value for wildlife which are not reflected in the priority habitat 

maps. However, they are the best standardised approach to habitat mapping 

currently available that covers the whole of t he Blackdown  Hills AONB and which 

extends outside designated sites and they comprise a recognised dataset for 

planning nature recovery  (Crick, et al. , 2020, Wildlife Trusts, 2020). 

2.5.4 Habitats and areas of value for wildlife do not follow administrative bound aries 

such as AONB borders. This study focussed on sites and areas within the AONB 

due to the cost of obtaining data within a buffer area. Although sites which 

straddle the boundary are illustrated in this report, sites of wildlife value close to 

the AONB are not depicted. Area calculations  and statistical analyses  only 
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include areas within the AONB boundary.  

2.5.5 Due to there being no area -based AONB -scale ôriversõ priority habitat;  

¶ The % cover of the area -based SERC river dataset provided within the 

Somerset side of the AONB was calculated.  

¶ This dataset was then converted to a line dataset, and a buffer of 0.7m was 

used (assuming a width of 1.4m).  

¶ This new buffered line river dataset has a similar but slightly lower % cover of 

the Somerset side of the AONB com pared to the original SERC river data (as 

to not falsely strengthen any statistical relationship).  

¶ To allow for an area -based AONB wide river dataset, covering both the 

Devon and Somerset sites of the AONB, a 1.4m width was applied to the 

AONB wide line -ba sed data to allow for river priority h abitat to be 

represented in our data/reporting.  

2.5.6 The nature of Open Street Maps (an open -source raster) means when we export 

maps at a resolution of 300 dpi, the scale of place names is not preserved. OS 

rasters were tr ialled to mitigate this, however the scale of place names at the 

AONB scale are still unsuitable and the included road networks displayed in OS 

maps make the maps visually harder to understand.  

2.5.7 Whilst there are a large amount of species records for some of  the Champion 

Species of Blackdown Hills AONB, the varying methods of data collection in 

terms of quantity and quality makes estimating population sizes and distributions 

of the champion species difficult. Therefore, s ome Champion Species are not 

well repr esented on the maps. LRC species datasets occasionally contained no 

records of one or more of the Champion Species therefore could not be 

displayed or analysed with in statistical models.  

¶ Filtering Champion Species data  by date  of record decreased the data 

quantity, and in some cased resulted in one or more of the selected 

Champion Species not being represented in the last 10 years (2010 

onwards).  10 years was agreed as a good representation of the ôcurrent 

State of Natureõ. 

¶ Cha mpion Species are displayed as points on the map: where multiple 

records share the same grid reference, they will be stacked one on top of 

each other, therefore not visually fully representing the number of records 

available. However, all records from the last 10 years have been used in the 

statistical models.  

¶ A single value, e.g.  a greater horseshoe  bat  Rhinolophus ferrumequinum  

record , may represent multiple bats forming a roost or  a  single sighting of an  

individual  bat. H owever , in both examples i t will only be displayed as a single 

point on the map.  

¶ Statistical models often do not work well w hen sample sizes are too small.  

Statistical model s with small samples can give unwarranted confidence and 

select as significant, explanatory variables that are  not truly related to the 

response. Therefore, we choose not to run statistical models on any 

Champion Species with fewer than 15 records from the last 10 years.  

2.5.8 Where data spans multiple counties, the recorded quantity and /or  cover  of a 

particular data set does not  necessarily correlate to a n actual  higher  

quantity/cover of that dataset . For example, the  SERC hazel dormouse dataset 

has a higher data density than  the  DBRC dataset. This could be as a result of 

data collection and /or recording methodo logies o r it could be that there is a  

larger population  of hazel dormouse within the Somerset side of the AONB. It is 

not possible within the scope of this report to remove this limitation, and therefore 
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this report is based on the assumption that datasets provide d by differing data 

centreõs is directly comparable to each other. 
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3. Current State of Nature  

3.1 Summary of Blackdown Hills AONB  

3.1.1 Blackdown Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is an isolated , rural  

landscape on the border of Devon and Somerset, which shares its southern 

border with East Devon AONB. The area is sparsely developed with small villages 

surrounded by pockets of enclosed farmland bounded by a network of mature 

hedgerows.  

3.1.2 The majority of the Blackdown Hills AONB is a windswept high, flat plateau 

resulting from its unique geology , forming, together with the adjoining East 

Devon AONB , a substantial outcrop of Cretaceous U pper Greensand , overlying 

Jurassic or Triassic mudstones.  Dramatic long  escarp ment s with  steeply sided 

slopes are laced with steep, winding river valleys.  

3.1.3 These landscape features support a diverse range of habitats, with the 

Blackdown Hills  AONB known in particular for its wooded ridges and valleys, 

grasslands, mire and subs tantial areas of heathland ; as well as spring -lines on 

valley sides at the junction between the Upper Greensand and the mudstones . 

These habitats found within Blackdown Hills AONB are rich in wildlife and include 

a wide range of diverse fauna and flora, wi th numerous areas within the 

Blackdown Hills  AONB having been designated for their biological interest.  

3.2 Biodiversity  

Priority Habitats  

3.2.1 Eighteen  p riority habitats are found within Blackdown Hills AONB, these are listed 

in Table 2 below.  In addition,  coverag e of ancient semi -natural woodland and 

ancient replanted woodland from the Ancient Woodland Inventory has been 

included. Table 2 also shows the area coverage of each priority habitat , and  

sets out whether each priority habitat is present within  either  the Devon or 

Somerset side of the AONB , or both.  Overall priority habitat accounts for just 5.5% 

of  the  Blackdown Hills AONB.  

3.2.2 Out of the eigh teen priority habitats found within the Blackdown Hills AONB 

several stand  out as exemplifying the characte r of the AONB, these include; 

lowland heathland, broad -leaved woodland s, hedgerows, lowland calcareous 

grassland  and spring -line habitat s. 

3.2.3 The Blackdown Hills AONB is characterised, particularly on steeper valley sides, 

by a complex landscape of habitat pa tchworks and mosaics.  This variety of and 

connection between habitats of value adds considerably to their nature 

conservation value, offering a range of micro -habitats and conditions to boost 

species diversity. Nature Recovery within the Blackdown Hills AO NB would be 

well -served by measures to favour variety and complexity, particularly including 

point -features such as spring -line mires  

3.2.4 Lowland heathland  is a rare and threated habitat and is characterised by flora 

that is adapted to the damp , acidic conditi on s and poor fertility, including 

western  gorse  Ulex gallii , heathers  Erica spp ., sundews  Drosera spp. , and 

lousewort  Pedicularis sylvatica . The natural  succession of the habitat  also leads 

to scattered scrub and trees such as birch  Betula spp. . Overall lowland 

heathland equates to a 0.1% coverage within Blackdown Hill s AONB, with no 

lowland heathland priority habitat being recorded within the Somerset side of 

the AONB.  

3.2.5 Broad -leav ed woodland is a broad  description  that  encompasses a number  of 

different woodland priority habitats found within the Blackdown Hills AONB, 

including wet woodland , upland oakwood , upland mixed ashwood  and lowland 
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mixed deciduous woodland . Wet woodland is c haracterised by flora that thrives 

in poorly drained soils, such as birch and willow  Salix spp., whilst the  ôupland õ 

canopy of the woodlands on the plateau and scarp include s more oaks  

Quercus spp.  and ash Fraxinus excelsior  trees . Lowland mixed deciduous 

woodland is a more general categorisation where no one species is dominant, 

and can be found across a range of soil conditions. Overall priority woodland 

equates to a 2. 4% coverage within Blackdown Hill s AONB. No upland oakwood 

or upland mixed as hwood is recorded within the Devon side of the AONB. Wet 

woodland and lowland mixed deci du ous woodland were recorded in both 

Somerset and Devon.  

3.2.6 Wet woodland  is relatively well represented and distributed within the  

Blackdown Hills AONB, a nd is likely to b e associated with ancient woodland,  

rivers and streams, and spring -line mire habitats, sometimes developing through 

lack of management of wet pasture (Silcock, et al., 2011) . As well as their nature 

conservation value they have  an important role to play in water flow regulation 

at the catchment scale.  

3.2.7 In addition to the woodland priority habitats with Blackdown Hills AONB, large 

areas are categorised as an cient woodland , both semi -natural and replanted 

ancient woodland . Some areas of ancient woodland may also be recorded as 

priority woodland.  Overall ancient woodland equates to a 2.3% coverage within 

the Blackdown Hill s AONB. 

3.2.8 Lowland calcareous grassland  is strongly influenced by the  alkaline soils found  in 

parts of the Blackdown Hills AONB , often associated with escarpments or dry 

valley slopes. Lowland calcareous grassland is well recognised for its flora l 

diversity including several orchid species and nationally rare and scarce 

species /groups. Overall l owland calcareous grassland equates to a 0.02% 

coverage within the Blackdown Hill s AONB, with  lowland  calcareous grassland 

being recorded within both the Somerset and Devon s ide of the AONB . 

3.2.9 ôSpring- line  miresõ are a key feature of the Blackdown Hills AONB and comprise 

a matrix of plant communities and wetland features that support a range of 

specialist plants and animals. They are formed where water percolating through 

the permeable Upper Greensand meets imperme able mudstones and clays, 

and emerges from the valley sides. Priority habitats found include lowland fen  (of 

which spring -line mire is a sub category ), purple moor grass and rush , and some 

of the areas of wet woodland .  These areas may be characterised by rushes and 

purple moor grass Molinia  caerulea , with species -rich communities including 

meadow thistle  Cirsium dissectum , marsh St. Johnõs-wort  Hypericum elodes  and  

insectivorous plants such as o b long -leaved sundew Drosera intermedia  and 

pale butterwort Pinguicula lusitanica .  

3.2.10 Nationally, purple moor -grass and rush pastures  (also known as ôRh¹sõ pasture 

where enclosed) have declined significantly  in area over the last 100 years, 

although the overall range is stable, and the south -west rema ins a stronghold . 

For favourable condition to be achieved for this priority habitat  nationally , then 

an increase to 65,000ha is required from the current extent  of 10,500ha , with  

careful attention paid to the condition of the habitat in terms of floristic and 

structural diversity as well as hydrological regime. The current extent of purple 

moor grass and rush in the Blackdown Hills AONB of 234ha comprises 2% of the 

total cover of this habitat within England (Natural England, 2021) . 

3.2.11 Due to the variations of the DBRC and SERC datasets the broad  habitat 

categorisation ôfen , marsh and swa mpõ has been used to represent lowland 

fens, reedbeds , and upload flushes , fens and swamps  priority habitats . Within the 

Devon side fen , marsh and swap can exclusively be read as lowland fen priority 

habitat , however, within the Somerset side no further sub -division into specific 
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priority habitat can be achieved with the dataset provided. In addition, 

although n ormally categorised as part of the broad  habitat fen, marsh and 

swap, purple moor grass and rush pasture priority habitat has been classified on 

its own as this data was available from both DBRC and SERC.  Overall fen, marsh 

and swa mp priority habitat  equat es to a 0.  8% coverage within  the  Blackdown 

Hills AONB. 

3.2.12 Hedgerows  are  an important  nature conservation and heritage feature within 

the Blackdown Hills AONB  and nationally (Silcock, et al. , 2011, Youngs & Horner, 

2019, Natural England, 2021).  They are of value as wildlife in their own right and 

comprise important habitat for a range of notable and protected species 

including brown hairstreak Thecla betulae  and hazel dormouse . They have a role 

in landscape connectivity, particularly in the prov ision of foraging habitat for 

mobile species such as bats . Hedgerows are thought to have declined in Devon 

by at least 1/3 rd in legnth since the mid 19 th  Century  (Natural England, 2021) . The 

quality of hedgerows in terms of str uctural integrity and floristic diversity can have 

a significant impact on their value for wildlife. They also comprise a substantial 

carbon store, and contribution to wildlife habitats, landscape value and cultural 

heritage. For example, a 2 by 2 km surve y sample square in the Hemyock area 

of the AONB contains 78 km of boundaries, 71 km of which are hedged 

boundaries  (Youngs & Horner, 2019) . The Blackdown Hills AONB has some areas, 

generally on the steeper slopes, where medieva l strip farming enclosures are well 

preserved, with irregular fields and massive hedges. These smaller fields are 

generally more likely to be farmed extensively, and hence to also host relict 

pockets of species -rich grassland within the farmed landscape, a nd to link small 

patches of woodland within the diverse ôHigh Nature Value Farmlandõ 

landscape (Silcock, et al., 2011) . Some hedgerow data has been provided by 

SERC for the Blackdown Hills AONB, which equates to an overall cove rage of just 

0.003%. However, the SERC data is for a for a single area within the Somerset side 

of the Blackdown Hills AONB and therefore does not accurately represent the 

abundance or importance of this priority habitat across the Blackdown Hills 

AONB.  

3.2.13 Lowland meadows are a sparsely distributed and threatened habitat at the 

national scale. Therefore, although the overall identified area of lowland 

meadows is relatively small (2 70 ha), this is none the less an important habitat for 

the Blackdown Hills AONB and an important component of the overall nature 

conservation value of the area. The mapped area may also be an 

underestimate, since it is likely to exclude some of the small pockets of species -

rich grassland likely to be found in association with oth er habitats, particularly 

within some of the more complex features and areas of the Blackdown Hills  

AONB such as spring -line mires and medieval farmed landscapes.  

3.2.14 Rivers and streams  incise the  Greensand  plateau and offer valuable habitat for 

Champion Speci es such as white -clawed crayfish  Austropotamobius pallipes . 

Overall , however, the watercourses are generally modified  with poor water 

quality  (Lear et al.  2020) (map s 11 and 12), reducing their likely value for wildlife 

as well as natural capital.  
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Table 2: Priority Habitat Cover within Blackdown Hills AONB  

PRIORITY HABITAT COVER LRC AREA (Ha) 

Wet woodland  1.0% Both  378.8 

Purple moor grass and rush pasture  0.6% Both  233.8 

Wood -pasture and parkland  0.3% DBRC 118.4 

Traditional orchard  0.1% DBRC 49.8 

Lowland meadow  0.7% Both  269.6 

Lowland heathland  0.1% DBRC 45.0 

Lowland calcareous grassland  0.02% Both  8.6 

Lowland mixed deciduous woodland  1.4% Both  499.6 

Lowland dry acid grassland  0.1% Both  19.4 

Fen, marsh and swamp  0.8% Both  297.7 

Open mosaic habitat on previously 

developed land  
0.03% DBRC 11.7 

Coastal and floodplain grazing marsh  0.2% DBRC 65.4 

Upland oakwood  0.01% SERC 3.6 

Upland mixed ashwood  0.01% SERC 3.1 

Hedgerow  0.003% SERC 1.0 

Arable field margins  0.01% SERC 1.8 

Dystrophic standing water  0.00001% SERC 0.004 

Rivers (assuming 1.4m wide)  0.08% Both  29.1 

Total priority habitat cover  6% N/A  2036.3 

Ancient & semi -natural woodland  1.2% Both  426.7 

Ancient replanted woodland  1.2% Both  440.5 

Total ancient woodland cover  2% N/A  867.2 

Total priority habitat and ancient 

woodland cover (combined)  
8% N/A  2903.5 

Areas not covered  92% N/A  34040.4 

 

Statutory  and Non -Statutory  Designated Sites for Nature Conservation  

3.2.15 10% of Blackdown Hills AONB is covered by  a combination of statutory and non -

statutory  designated sites for nature conservation. The designated sites range  

from being recognised as of international significance, such as the  Quants 

Special Area of Conservation (SAC) , which equates to 0.1% coverage of the 

AONB and wa s designated for its population of marsh fritillary butterfly  (see 

3.2.19), to  Otterhead Lakes  Local Nature Reserve (LNR) , which  is protected under 

national legislation and comprises 0.1% coverage of the AONB , and is  

designated  for semi -natural habitats surrounding the two lakes ; including , wet 

woodland priority habitat , and the protected species these habitats support . 

3.2.16 In addition to Otterhead Lakes LNR there are seventeen Sites of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSI) present wit hin Blackdown Hills AONB that are also protected under 
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national legislation. The seventeen SSSI equate to a total coverage of 1.7%, with 

around 19.1% of the SSSI units being in  a  ôfavourableõ condition, with around 

80.9% of the SSSI units being in an ôunfavourableõ condition, with 74.6% being in 

the sub -category  ôunfavourable ð recovering õ. SSSIs categorised  as 

ôunfavourable ð recovering õ can still  contain good quality habitat, however, the 

SSSI will often  lack certain qualities for example standing deadwood or butterfly 

indicator species that mean the SSSI cannot be categorised as in a ôfavourable õ 

condition . Condition assessments for individual SSSIõs although looked at in this 

State of Nature Report have  not been reviewe d, with the date of last assessment 

varying for each individual SSSI unit.  

3.2.17 Overall, statutory designated sites for nature conservation account for a total 

cover of Blackdown Hills AONB of around 1.8%. Non-statutory designated sites, 

i.e. sites designated at a local or county level, account for a total cover of 

Blackdown Hills AONB of around 8 .5%. 

3.2.18 Please refer to paragraph 2.3.6 for an explanatory note on the overlap between 

polygon data sets (designated sites, priority habitats, SNAs) when viewing  the 

ôtotalõ percentage cover and area in Tables 2, 3 and 6 . 

Table 3: Statutory  and Non -Statutory  Designated Site s Cover within Blackdown Hills 

AONB 

DESIGNATION COVER AREA (Ha) 

Special Areas of Conservation  (Quants SAC)  0.1% 20.3 

Local Nature Reserves  0.1% 21.5 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest  (incl. SAC)  1.7% 639.3 

County Wildlife Sites & Local Wildlife Sites  8.5% 3161.0 

Total cover of designated sites  10% 3766.3 

Areas not covered  90% 33192.4 

 

Table 4: Sites of Special Scientific Interest Unit Condition within Blackdown Hills AONB  

SSSI UNIT CONDITION COVER AREA (Ha) 

Favourable  19.1% 122.0 

Unfavourable - recovering  74.6% 477.1 

Unfavourable - no change  6.3% 40.2 

 

Champion  Species  

3.2.19 Through the consultation and Champion Species selection process described in 

the methodology section the following Champion Species were chosen for the 

Blackdown Hills AONB:  

¶ Marsh fritillary butterfly  Euphydryas aurinia  

¶ Small pearl -bordered fritillary butterfly Boloria selene  

¶ Brown hairstreak  butterfly Thecla betulae  

¶ Double line moth  Mythimna turca  

¶ White -clawed crayfish  Austropotamobius pallipes  

¶ Hazel dormouse  Muscardinus avellanarius  



Blackdown Hills AONB State of Nature Report 2021  

 24 www.geckoella.co.uk  

¶ Eurasian Beaver  Castor fiber  

¶ Greater horseshoe bat  Rhinolophus ferrumequinum  

¶ Lesser horseshoe bat  Rhinolophus hipposideros  

¶ Bechsteinõs bat Myotis bechsteinii  

3.2.20 Marsh fritillary  Euphydryas aurinia , double line moth  Mythimna turca  and small 

pearl -bordered fritillary Boloria selene  are together us ed in this report as 

indicators for a ôspring -line  mire  invertebrate assemblage õ. Spring-line mire 

features are typical of pasture on the scarp slopes of the Blackdown Hills AONB 

and have high nature conservation value for plants as well as invertebrates  (see 

3.2.8). 

3.2.21 Marsh fritillary butterflies  are found on damp, tussocky grassland habitats  and 

sometimes within woodland clearings/rides. Thei r main caterpillar foodplant 

species is devilõs-bit -scabious  Succisa pratensis , but it will feed on other scabious 

species when found on calcareous grassland . Quants SAC was originally 

designated for its population of marsh fritillary butterflies ; this has since died out 

and only 4 record s are  present for the species since 2010 . Conservation effort s 

over the p ast 15 years have sought to restore the network of sites and stepping 

stones for the species, in order to allow its free movement ð the marsh fritillary is 

a good example of a species requiring a metapopulation approach to 

conservation, where a number of d ifferent linked sites are required in order to 

support a viable population. Butterfly Conservation are undertaking survey work 

within the Blackdown Hills AONB surveying for devilõs-bit -scabious as an indicator 

for areas that may contain populations of mars h fritillaries or comprise suitable 

locations for reintroductions.  

3.2.22 Small pearl -bordered fritillary butterflies  are also found in damp grassland 

habitats , as well as woodland and moorland. Small pearl -bordered fritillary 

butterflies  main caterpillar foodpla nt species are c ommon d og -violet  Viola 

riviniana  and marsh violet  Viola palustris . Only 6 records are present  for small 

pearl -bordered fritillary butterflies since 2010.  

3.2.23 Brown hairstreak butterflies  are woodland specialists, that will also use mature 

hedgerows to disperse. They can hence be good indicators of the quality of a 

connected landscape for wildlife. Blackthorn  Prunus spinosa  is the brown 

hairstreak butterflyõs main caterpillar food plant species. 36 records are present 

for brown hairstreak butterflies since 2010 within Blackdown Hills AONB.  

3.2.24 Double line moths  are an other woodland specialist. The double line mothõs main 

caterpillar food plant species are wood -rush Luzula spp.  and g rasses such as 

cockõs-foot  Dactylis glomerata . 10 records are present for double  line moths 

since 2010 within Blackdown Hills AONB.  

3.2.25 White -clawed crayfish are a freshwater crustacean  and the UKõs only native 

freshwater crayfish. The y live in  clean, shallow, moderate -fa st flowing streams 

with a strong association to alkaline areas, i.e. chalk and limestone water 

courses ; they can help to indicate the quality and state of watercourses. The 

presence of non -native signal crayfish Pacifastacus leniusculus  has led to a 

substa ntial decline in the range and population numbers for native white -

clawed crayfish because they act as vectors for crayfish plague. 60 record s are  

present for white -clawed crayfish  since 2010  within Blackdown Hills AONB , with 

all provided records from the River Culm and its tributaries.  Favourable 

conservation status nationally for white -clawed crayfish would include the re -

establishment of viable populations within additional catchments within the 

Blackdown Hills AONB and elsewhere (Natural England, 2021) . 

3.2.26 Hazel dormouse are another woodland and hedgerow specialist and will spend 

the majority of the year off the ground where possible, living and feeding 
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amongst the canopy of the woodland. During the winter they will come to 

ground level to hibernate creating woven nests am ongst ground level foliage or 

even within root bases of trees. They will eat a range of food from insects to 

flowers and seeds and are increasingly recognised as utilising a broad range of 

habitats, including road verges. H owever, their preferred foodplant  is hazel 

Corylus avellana , specifically hazel nuts , and t hey primarily require a well -

connected network of woods and hedgerows suitable vegetative and structural 

composition; they can hence help to indicate landscape quality for a range of 

wildlife genera lly. 284 records are present for hazel dormouse since 2010 within 

Blackdown Hills AONB . Nationally, hazel dormouse numbers and available 

habitat are declining, although they are common in Devon (Natural England, 

2021). 

3.2.27 Eurasian Beaver are native to the UK but were hunted to extinction, likely around 

the 1600s. They are keystone ôecosystem engineersõ and can have a profound 

impact on catchment water flow, including creating dams that can ôslow the 

flowõ and hence reduce downstream flood events. Beaver  Castor fiber  were 

found to be present on the River Otter  in 2013, and a Devon Wildlife Trust  project 

is researching and monitoring their population and impact on the River Otter 

and land management of adjacent land, including conside ring  the wetland 

habitats they establish,  to help develop long -term management  strategies for  

beavers  in the UK. No records were provided within Blackdown Hills AONB for the 

beaver population that is known to be within the River Otter.  

3.2.28 Greater and lesser horseshoe bat s are two of the UKõs rarest bat species and 

their roosts and key foraging areas are offered additional protection as 

compared to other bats under the Conservation of Natural Habitats and Species 

Regulations (2017) and through development cont rol and other mechanisms.  

Horseshoe bats are typically associated with livestock grazing, as well as being 

heavily reliant on woodland  fringe habitats  for foraging . In addition, along the 

northern escarpment of the Blackdown Hills AONB there are several ca ves that 

are used by greater and lesser horseshoe bats  Rhinolophus hipposideros  for 

hibernat ion . 15 records are present for greater horseshoe bats and 5 1 records 

are present for lesser horseshoe bats since 2010 within Blackdown Hills AONB.   

3.2.29 Bechsteinõs bat are one of the UKõs rarest bat species and like the horseshoe bats 

Bechsteinõs bat Myotis bechsteinii  is offered additional protection under the 

Conservation of Natural Habitats and Species Regulations (2017) . Bechsteinõs 

bats are almost exclusively found  in woodland feeding predominately on moth 

species, rarely roosting within buildings.  Only 3 records are present for Bechsteinõs 

bat since 2010 within Blackdown Hills AONB.  

3.2.30 Although roost conservation is understandably critical for bats, a high -quality 

con nected landscape of woodlands, hedgerows and meadows is important for 

foraging, as well as for enabling the movement of bats through areas at different 

periods in their life cycle. Healthy populations of the rarer bat species in 

particular can help to indi cate the quality of the wildlife network at the 

landscape scale.  

Table 5: Champion Species Records within Blackdown Hills AONB  

Common Name  Scientific Name  
No. of records 2010 to 

present  

Marsh fritillary butterfly  Euphydryas aurinia  4 

Small pearl -bordered fritillary 

butterfly  
Boloria selene  6 

Brown hairstreak butterfly  Thecla betulae  36 
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Common Name  Scientific Name  
No. of records 2010 to 

present  

Double line moth  Mythimna turca  10 

White -clawed crayfish  Austropotamobius pallipes  60 

Hazel dormouse  Muscardinus avellanarius  284 

Eurasian beaver  Castor fiber  0 

Greater horseshoe bat  
Rhinolophus 

ferrumequinum  
15 

Lesser horseshoe bat  Rhinolophus hipposideros  51 

Bechsteinõs bat Myotis bechsteinii  3 

 

Strategic Nature Areas  

3.2.31 Strategic Nature Areas  are  defined by DBRC  as the following;  

ò[SNAs] are areas of Devonõs countryside which contain higher than 

average concentrations of existing wildlife habitats such as native 

woodlands, flower -rich grasslands, bogs and heathland (many of these 

habitats will have an international, national or local desi gnation).  For 

simplicity, each SNA is classified on the map according to the dominant 

habitat type [é]. However, the majority of SNAs are a mix of different wildlife 

habitats and other land uses .ó 

3.2.32 Within Blackdown Hills AONB five SNAs are present and are Lowland Heath , 

Neutral Grassland , Purple Moor -grass and Rush Pasture, Woodland , and Rivers. It 

should be noted that as with the ôriversõ priority habitat there is no area -based 

ôRiversõ SNA data provided, therefore River as an SNA dataset has not been 

cons idered.  

3.2.33 Table 6 below shows the total area of each SNA type within Blackdown Hills 

AONB and the corresponding percentage cover.  The number of randomised 

points created for the statistical analyses using this data set has also been 

provided for reference (s ee 2.4.3).  

Table 6: Strategic Nature Area Cover within Blackdown Hills AONB  

Strategic Nature Area Habitat  AREA (Ha) POINT COUNT % COVER 

Lowland Heath  4702.4 4702 12.7 

Neutral Grassland  789.4 789 2.1 

Purple Moor Grass and Rush Pasture  3734.7 3735 10.1 

Woodland  3309.6 3310 9.0 

Total SNA cover  12162.0 12536 32.9% 

Area not covered  24796.7 N/A  67.1% 
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3.3 Results -  Relationships between Champion Species, Statutory and Non -Statutory 

Sites, Priority Habitats and Strategic Nature Areas.  

3.3.1 As detailed in the methodology an EconullnetR model was caried out on 

selected sections of the overall dataset to examine if there was any statistically 

significance relationship between data sets, for example we know generally that 

dormice have a strong a ssociation with certain habitat types i.e. woodland. By 

using the EconullnetR model we can look to test this association specifically 

within Blackdown Hills AONB. We ran the EconullnetR model for all Champion 

Species that had at least 15 records from 2010 onwards and compared their 

location to priority habitat, designated sites and to Strategic Nature Areas .  

3.3.2 The interaction plots found within Appendix 2 compares the frequency and 

distribution of Champion Species records to the 95% confidence intervals of 

available priority habitat, designated sites and Strategic Nature Areas from the 

null model (bars). Red dots denote an interaction that is stronger than expected, 

blue dots weaker than expected, and white dots consisted with the null model. 

A stronger than expected interaction shows a positive association, a weaker 

than expected interaction shows a negative association, and an interaction 

that matches the null model shows there is no significant association.  

Brown Hairstreak  

3.3.3 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is no positive relationship between brown hairstreak 

and any priority habitat, in fact the records indicate proportionally to the area 

covered signif icantly more brown hairstreak have been found in non -priority 

habitats. However, you are significantly more likely to find brown hairstreak within 

designated sites (with the exception of Otterhead Lakes LNR) than within areas 

not covered by statutory or no n-statutory designations for nature conservation. 

In addition to this, the Woodland SNA within Blackdown Hills AONB has a positive 

association with brown hairstreak, i.e. you are more likely to find brown hairstreak 

in this SNA category than another SNA or  area not covered by SNAs.  

Hazel Dormouse  

3.3.4 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is a positive relationship between hazel dormouse 

and ancient replanted woodland and areas not containing p riority habitat. 

Other woodland types you would expect to have a positive relationship with 

hazel dormouse actually return a negative relationship, including ancient semi -

natural woodland. However, similarly to brown hairstreak you are again 

significantly more likely to find hazel dormouse within designated sites (including 

Otterhead Lakes LNR) than within areas not covered by statutory or non -

statutory designations for nature conservation. In addition to this all SNA with the 

exception of Neutral Grassland  SNA (Woodland SNA, Purple Moor -grass and 

Rush pasture, Lowland heath) within Blackdown Hills AONB has a positive 

association with hazel dormouse, i.e. you are more likely to find hazel dormouse 

within these three SNA categories than in areas not covered b y these SNAs. 

White -clawed Crayfish  

3.3.5 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is a positive relationship between white -clawed 

crayfish inland river and coastal and floodplain grazing marsh  priority habitats . It 

should be noted that all coastal and floodplain grazing marsh priority habitat 

within Blackdown Hills AONB is found along the River Culm, so it is expected that 

white -clawed crayfish records would be picked up within this habitat type. You 

are also significantly more likely to also find white -clawed crayfish within 

statutorily designated sites (excluding Otterhead Lakes LNR) than within areas 

not covered by statutory designations. There is also an interesting relationship 
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that can be obs erved between the non -statutorily designated sites where there 

is a positive relationship with Local Wildlife Sites  (Somerset  designation ), but a 

negative relationship with County Wildlife Sites  (Devon  designation ). In addition 

to this Woodland SNA and Lowland heath SNA within Blackdown Hills AONB have 

a positive association with white -clawed crayfish, i.e. you are more likely to find 

white -clawed crayfish within these two SNA categories than in areas not 

covered by these two SNAs. This will be due to the R iver Culm and its tributaries 

that we know contain 100% of the white -clawed crayfish records since 2010 run 

through significant proportions of these SNA categories.  

Greater Horseshoe Bats  

3.3.6 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is no positive relationship between greater 

horseshoe bats and any priority habitat, and you are proportionately more likely 

to have greater horsesho e bats in areas not containing priority habitat. However, 

you are again significantly more likely to find greater horseshoe bat within 

statutory designated sites (excluding Otterhead Lakes LNR) than within areas not 

covered by statutory designation. There is also again an interesting relationship 

that can be observed between the non -statutorily designated sites where there 

is a positive relationship with Local Wildlife Sites , but a negative relationship with 

County Wildlife Sites . Greater horseshoe bats hav e a positive relationship with 

Woodland SNA and Purple Moor -grass and Rush Pasture SNA within Blackdown 

Hills AONB and have a negative relationship with areas not covered by these 

two SNA.  

Lesser Horseshoe Bats  

3.3.7 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is no positive relationship between lesser horseshoe 

bats and any priority habitat (with the exception of inland rivers), and you are 

proportionately more likely to have lesser horseshoe bats in  areas not containing 

priority habitat. However, you are again significantly more likely to find lesser 

horseshoe bat within SSSIs. As with greater horseshoe bats there is again an 

interesting relationship that can be observed between the non -statutorily 

designated sites where there is a positive relationship with Local Wildlife Sites , but 

a negative relationship with County Wildlife Sites . Lesser horseshoe bats have a 

positive relationship with Woodland SNA, Purple Moor -grass and Rush Pasture 

SNA, and Lowland Heath SNA within Blackdown Hills AONB and a neutral 

relationship with Neutral Grassland SNA i.e. proportionately the number of 

records found within Neutral Grassland SNA were expected for the size of the 

area. There is a negative relationship with area s not covered by SNA and lesser 

horseshoe bats within Blackdown Hills AONB.  

Woodland SNA  

3.3.8 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2.4 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is no positive relationship between Woodland SNA 

and any priority habitats including woodland priority habitats. Area not covered 

by SNA was not lo oked at.  

Purple Moor -grass and Rush Pasture SNA 

3.3.9 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2.4 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is a  positive relationship between the Purple Moor -

grass and Rush Pasture SNA and wood pasture and parkland priority habitat. 

Area not covered by SNA was not looked at.  

Neutral Grassland  SNA 

3.3.10 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2.4 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is a  positive relationship between Neutral Grassland 
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SNA and lowland meadow priority habitat. Area not covered by SNA was not 

looked at.  

Lowland Heath SNA 

3.3.11 Reviewing the interaction plots found within Appendix 2.4 we can see that within 

Blackdown Hills AONB, there is no positive relationship between Lowland Hea th 

SNA and any priority habitat with the exception of fen, marsh and swamp priority 

habitat. Area not covered by SNA was not looked at.  

3.4 Conclusions from Statistical Analysis - Relationships between Champion 

Species, Statutory and Non -Statutory Sites, Prior ity Habitats and Strategic Nature 

Areas.  

3.4.1 Strategic Nature Areas were originally selected to òcontain higher than average 

concentrations of existing wildlife habitats ó. A positive association was found 

between Neutral Grassland SNA and lowland meadow priori ty habitat. 

However, SNAs often did not have statistically significant positive associations 

with the relevant priority habitat . This may be because the SNAs extend beyond 

areas currently rich in wildlife into those areas where habitats can be restored or 

created.  The overall cover of priority habitat is low, with around just 5.5% of the 

total AONB area. It may also be because although SNAs had an attributed 

primary habitat, they were also selected to incorporate areas with a diverse and 

valuable matrix of different habitats  ð which may explain, for example the 

positive association between the Lowland Heath SNA and fen, marsh and 

swamp priority habitat . 

3.4.2 Strategic Nature Areas generally had positive associations with those Champion 

Species likely to indicate and be associated with the relevant habitat type. This 

suggests that there is already a reasonable distribution and association of 

indicative species with the areas, and that habitat restoration or creation may 

be likely to be successful within the SNAs ð relict or remnant populations of 

Champion Species are already present, despite the relatively poor quality of 

habitat . For example, lesser horseshoe bats have a positive relationship with 

Woodland SNA, Purple Moor -grass and Rush Pasture SNA and Lowland Heath 

SNA within Blackdown Hills AONB; and a negative relationship with areas not 

covered by any SNA.  

3.4.3 It is worth emphasising that ground truth ing  the quality of the priority habitat base 

data set is recommended before further use of this dataset is made in Nature 

Recovery Mapping within the Blackdown Hills  AONB and elsewhere (see 2.5 ð 

data limitations).  

3.4.4 An example of an unexpected statistical finding was that the Purple Moor -grass 

and Rush Pasture SNA had a negative relationship with purple moor -grass and 

rush pasture priority habitat ; this may be due to the habitat complexity 

associated with spring -line mire habitats (see 3.2. 9).  

3.4.5 This analysis does not suggest that protecting , for example , the  Woodland SNA 

habitat would proportionally be protecti ng  woodland priority habitats or ancient 

woodland across Blackdown Hills AONB . However, it does suggest that you will 

be protecting  the Champion Species that are closely associated with these 

habitat type s.  

3.4.6 In summary , the data supports the use of Strateg ic Nature Areas as a reasonable 

intermediate proxy for prioritisation of areas for nature recovery, in advance  of 

the more detailed and updated nature recovery targeting approaches that 

that will emerge in due course from both the Devon and Somerset  proces ses at 

the county level . 

 



Blackdown Hills AONB State of Nature Report 2021  

 30 www.geckoella.co.uk  

4. Natural Capital  

4.1.1 In 2020 the West Country Rivers Trust adopted an ecosystem services approach 

to mapping environmental assets to support an Environmental Land 

Management Scheme ôTest and Trialõ (WRT, 2020). As well as priority habitats, 

they also looked at urban natural spaces and the value of cultural and historic 

natural spaces. They mapped priority areas for action  in the Blackdown Hills 

AONB based on sub -catchment s in relation to water quality and resources, 

fluvial flood risk, biodiversity, farmland, air quality, climate regulation, and 

cultural and historic value . 

4.1.2 Natural England used the national priority habitat dataset as a basis for the 

evaluation of natural capital assets; example maps for carbon and floodplains 

are included as maps 11 and 12 of this report  (Edwards, et al., 2020) . 

4.1.3 A recent study also looked at the ecosystem services values provided by 

different landscape types an d found that scores for biomass, flood alleviation, 

access & recreation, biodiversity and cultural heritage were generally high in 

areas that were heritage rich (Youngs & Horner, 2019) . 

4.1.4 Overall, biodiversity was considered a significant natural capital asset for the 

Blackdown Hills AONB. It also forms the living component of natural capital stock . 

Additional ecosystem services provided by nature include carbon storage and 

sequestration (i ncluding in and by woodland, peatlands, hedgerows), 

catchment -scale benefits (including water quality, fluvial flow management) 

and benefits to communities arising from access, recreation, education and the 

cultural and heritage qualities of the AONB. Thes e were recurring natural capital 

priorities and themes for the Blackdown Hills AONB , and may be considered 

additional benefits to nature recovery actions . It is worth recognising however, 

that planting trees to sequest carbon is not always compatible with biodiversity 

conservation ð an integrated approach is required to plant the ôright tree in the 

right place ( e.g.  see Woodland Trust, 2020).  

4.1.5 The development of maps and targets relating to Natural Capital is challenging, 

and techniques are in their relative infancy. None -the -less, progress can be 

made  and there are significant projects in development ( e.g.  the ôSWEEPõ 

initiative (SWEEP, 2021)). Priority and other habitat data may be a suitable proxy 

for natural capital ma pping relating to, for example carbon budgets and soils.  

Values relating to water budgets and flows, including the targeting of actions 

relating to nature -based solutions to flood management, may best be 

considered at the catchment level.  Natural capital  benefits relating to well -

being, heritage and landscape require integration with ôproduced capitalõ and 

ôhuman capitalõ in order to fully capture the range and complexity of benefits 

that people obtain from an AONB. The mapping and description of natural 

capital benefits alongside biodiversity can help significantly with effective 

project design and with securing resources for action ð often enabling projects 

to deliver far more than if biodiversity alone were considered in isolation. Nature 

Recovery Plans  are likely to benefit if also considering natural capital benefits.  
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5. Recommendations  

5.1.1 Nature Recovery Plans form the latest in a series of landscape -scale initiatives for 

biodiversity enhancement  for the Blackdown Hills  AONB and other areas . It is 

cruci al that they contribute to and align with the emerging State of Nature 

Reports and Nature Recovery Network mapping work that is being carried out 

at the county level  in Somerset and Devon , as well as, in due course, the 

statutory L ocal Nature Recovery Strategies  that will be developed.  

5.1.2 AONBs have multiple objectives, including biodiversity and natural capital, 

expressed and prioritised through the statutory Management Plan. The 

Blackdown Hills NRP should comprise part of the Management Plan for the 

AONB, with mapped as well as stated targets for biodiversity enhancement and 

creation , as well as mapped priority areas for natural capital enhancement.  

5.1.3 Existing habitat and species data relating to the Blackdown Hills AONB outside 

statutory and non -statutory s ites is often updated on a piecemeal basis;  there 

are also differences between Devon and Somerset Local Record Centres in the 

approach to data collation and management. F or this report we used national 

habitat datasets that would benefit significantly from  enhancement using up -to -

date remote sensing data, ground -truth ed to check against the priority habitat 

and other classifications,  before use for field -level prioritisation . 

5.1.4 This data could contribute to  habitat maps that cover the entire Backdown Hills 

AO NB, and which  are reviewed and updated where needed as a coordinated 

effort. We recommend using the ôUKHabsõ classification (Butcher, Carey, 

Edmonds, Norton, & Treweek, 2020), so that condition data can also be 

included , and to ensure compatibility with Bi odiversity Net Gain and other 

requirements. This classification is also compatible with adapting survey effort 

according to likely current or potential value; a broad -brush approach can be 

adopted for areas of less value  with more effort put into searching  for valuable 

point features such as spring -line habitats . A combination of remote sensing and 

ground -truthing would likely be the most cost -effective technique.  

5.1.5 The differing approaches to Nature Recovery Mapping  being adopted by the 

Local Nature Partner ships for Devon and Somerset each have merit. We 

recommend the Blackdown Hills AONB adopts a single consistent  approach 

across the area which is ecologically coherent, subject to stakeholder 

engagement and consultation, and which is robust to challenge inc luding 

through the development control regime.  This report uses Strategic Nature Areas 

as a reasonable intermediate proxy for the more advanced and updated 

mapped areas for nature recovery that will emerge from both the Devon and 

the Somerset processes (an d which, in time, are expected to form the basis for 

the statutory Local Nature Recovery Strateg ies). We recommend that this State 

of Nature Report for the Blackdown  Hills AONB is updated with new information 

as these processes develop .  

5.1.6 Integration of Bla ckdown Hills AONB actions with county -level State of Nature 

Reports and nature recovery initiatives must also include data analysis and 

actions that properly reflect the boundaries and character of natural features 

rather than administrative boundaries.  This means that wildlife features adjacent 

or near to the boundary of the AONB should also help to identify priority areas 

for enhancement.  

5.1.7 The Blackdown  Hills AONB is characterised, particularly on steeper valley sides, 

by a complex landscape of habitat patchworks and mosaics.  Nature recovery 

within the Blackdown  Hills AONB should include measures to favour this ongoing 

variety and complexity, particularly including point -features such as spring -line 
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mires.  

5.1.8 Identifying heritage -rich landscape s, such as those with medieval field systems , 

may also help to identify areas of current and potentially future high wildlife and 

natural capital value, and hence could contribute to the targeting of action for 

nature recovery (Young s & Horner, 2019) .  

5.1.9 Further work to identify k ey features for champion species , such as important bat 

roosts, would comprise a valuable contribution to future State of Nature Reports . 

The statistical analysis presented here sets out that, for the most  part, priority 

habitats and Strategic Nature Areas are more likely to support Champion 

Species than other areas of the AONB. None the less the available data for these 

species in the Local Record Centres is often sparse, and targeted surveys to 

improve th e evidence base would be valuable, not least to improve the validity 

of statistical analysis looking at priority areas for nature recovery.  

5.1.10 Linear features, including waterways, and in particular, field boundaries should 

be included in the development of t he Nature Recovery Plan for the Blackdown 

Hills AONB including mapping and condition assessment ; there is a risk that area -

based habitat mapping and modelling may underplay their importance. 

Hedgerows in the Blackdown  Hills AONB have significant biodiversity, natural 

capital and cultural values (Youngs & Horner, 2019  & Devon Hedge Group, 

2021). 
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7. Glossary  and A cronyms  

AONB ð Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. An area of statutory protected 

countryside, designated to conserve and enhance its natural beauty (Natural England, 

2017). Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty are designated by the government and 

protected through the Countryside and Rights of Way 2000 (CROW Act).  

Biodiversity - Biological diversity means the variability among living organisms from all 

sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the 

ecologica l complexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within species, 

between species and of ecosystems (CBD, 1992).  

Champion Species ð A selection of individual species chosen by an Area of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty to be represented within the cur rent state of nature within the respective 

AONB.  

Core Nature Areas ð Areas of the countryside which currently contain wildlife rich 

habitats or support habitats. This includes designated sites, priority habitats, and 

associated key species (Natural Devon, n.d.).  

Countryside Stewardship Scheme  ð Scheme managed by Defra that provides financial 

incentives for farmer and other land managers to look after and improve the 

environment.  

CBD - Convention of Biological Diversity. Definition of biodiversity adopted in  1992. 

Cultural services ð All the non -material, and normally non -rival and non -consumptive, 

outputs of ecosystems (biotic and abiotic) that affect physical and mental states of 

people (Dasgupta, 2021) . 

CWS ð County  Wildlife Site. Non -statutory sites designated for their nature conservation 

value and important habitats and/or species  within Devon . These sites are selected at 

a county level and meet local selection criteria. These sites may also be termed as Local 

Wildlife Sites (LWS) or Sites of Nature Conservation Interest (SNCI).  

DBRC ð Devon Biodiversity Records Centre. An organisation which collects, collates and 

manages information on wildlife and the natural environment within Devon, and can 

supply to local users.  

DCMS - Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport . 

Defra - Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs . 

Devon Character Areas ð The characterisation of the landscape within Devon into areas 

with distinct character at a county scale. Part of Devonõs Landsca pe Character 

Assessment (DLCA). [See also DLCA].  

DLCA ð Devonõs Landscape Character Assessment. A method of characterising the 

landscape of Devon into unique areas with distinct character. The DLCA is divided into 

National Character Areas, Devon Character Areas and Landscape Character Types. 

[See also Devon Character Areas].  

Econet ð Somersetõs Ecological Network Map. An ecological network of broad habitat 

types, visualising the movement of species through the landscape. The ecological 

network is divided into ôCore Areasõ, smaller ôStepping Stonesõ and ôDispersal Areasõ. 

¶ Core Areas: the ôminimum viable areaõ able to support important species 

associated with that particular habitat.  

¶ Stepping Stones: small, discrete areas that are close enough to cor e areas to be 

important to the species therein. Can form transport corridors through the 

landscape.  

¶ Dispersal Areas: areas of permeable landscape allowing movement between 

Core Areas and Stepping Stones.  

EconullnetR ð An analytical method for using null mo dels to analyse and detect resource 

preferences or non -random interactions among networks. Utilised herein for statistical 

analyses.  

Ecosystem services ð The contributions that ecosystems make to human well -being. The 

Review classifies these into provision ing services, regulating and maintenance services, 
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and cultural services (Dasgupta, 2021) . 

ELMS Environmental Land Management Scheme  - See: SFI Sustainable Farming Incentive  

HER - Historic Environment Records comprise datasets providing detailed information 

about the historic environment of a given area  (Historic England, 2019) . 

Heritage  - òHeritage is a broad concept and includes the natural as well as the cultural 

environment. It encompasses landsc apes, historic places, sites and built environments, 

as well as biodiversity, collections, past and continuing cultural practices, knowledge 

and living experiences. It records and expresses the long processes of historic 

development, forming the essence of  diverse national, regional, indigenous and local 

identities and is an integral part of modern life. It is a social dynamic reference point and 

positive instrument for growth and change. The particular heritage and collective 

memory of each locality or com munity is irreplaceable and an important foundation for 

development, both now and into the future.ó International Cultural Tourism Charter, 

ICOMOS, 2002 . 

NLHF ð National Lottery Heritage Fund comprises  a share of the money raised through 

the National Lottery for good causes for the benefit of communities across the UK. 

Distribution of the fund to heritage across the UK is administered by the National Heritage 

Memorial Fund (known as the HLF), set up under the National Heritage Act 1980.  

Historic environment - All aspects of the environment resulting from the interaction 

between people and places through time, including all surviving physical remains of 

past human activity, whether visible, buried or submerged, and landscaped and 

planted or mana ged flora . 

Human capital ð the productive wealth embodied in labour, skills and knowledge  

(Dasgupta, 2021) . 

Local Development Plan / Local Plan -  "A plan for the future development of a local 

area, drawn up by the local plannin g authority in consultation with the community. In 

law this is described as the development plan documents adopted under the Planning 

and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004." (NPPF, 2019) . 

LNR ð Local Nature Reserve. A statutory designated site, featuring locall y important 

wildlife and/or geological interests. LNRs are managed by local councils and 

designated under Section 21 of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 

1949. 

LNRS - Local Nature Recovery Strategies will be required under the Environment Bill 

currently progressing through parliament. Local authorities will be obliged to develop 

spatial mapping and planning tools to inform nature recovery through actions and 

incentiv es that will drive change on the ground.  

LPA - Local Planning Authority. The public authority whose duty it is to carry out specific 

planning functions for a particular area.  

LRC - Local Record Centre. Organisation which collects collates and manages 

information on wildlife and the natural environment and can supply to local users.  

LWS ð Local Wildlife Site. Non -statutory sites designated for their nature conservation 

value and important habitats and/or species  within Somerset . These sites are selected 

at a  county level and meet local selection criteria. These sites may also be termed as 

County Wildlife Sites (CWS) or Sites of Nature Conservation Interest (SNCI)  within/by other 

counties . 

MAGIC - Multi Agency Geographic Information for the Countryside. A web -based 

interactive map to bring together information on key environmental schemes and 

designations in one place. MAGIC is a partnership project involving six government 

organisations who have responsibilities for rural policy -making and management 

(Natural England, 2021) . 

Natural assets ð Naturally occurring living and non -living entities that together comprise 

ecosystems and deliver ecosystem services that benefit current and future generations 

(Dasgupta, 2021). 

Natural Capital  - The stock of renewable and non -renewable natural assets ( e.g.  

ecosystems) that yield a flow of benefits to people ( i.e. ecosystem services). The term 

ônatural capitalõ is used to emphasise it is a capital asset, like produced capital (roads 
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and buildings) and human capital (knowledge and skills) (Dasgupta, 2021) . 

NCA - National Character Areas. A natural subdivision of England based on landscape 

characteristics, biodiversity, geodiversity and econom ics. Each of 159 profiles, produced 

and revised on a rolling programme by Natural England, includes a description of the 

natural and cultural features that shape landscapes, how the landscape has changed 

over time, current key drivers for ongoing change, a nd a broad analysis of each areaõs 

characteristics and ecosystem services.  

NHLC - National Historic Landscape Characterisation. Data set which presents the 

historic landscape character of England at a national level in a 250m scale grid. The 

data is extrac ted from a dataset of merged sub -regional Historic Landscape Character 

assessments. 

NNR - National Nature Reserve. Designated under the National Parks and Access to the 

Countryside Act 1949 and the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 to protect the UKs 

habitats, species and geology of particular importance in the terrestrial environment.  

Non -statutory site ð A defined area of terrestrial or marine environment, designated to 

protect and enhance important wildlife conservation areas, in addition to geologi cal 

and geomorphological features of local interest. Non -statutory sites do not receive legal 

protection through legislation. [See also statutory protected site].  

NPPF - National Planning Policy Framework sets out the Governmentõs planning policies 

for Eng land and how these should be applied (NPPF, 2019).  

Physical Modification ð In the context of river management. Modification or alteration 

to a surface water body that has caused significant hydromorphological changes and 

in turn, significantly changed the water bodyõs character. 

Priority habitat ð Habitat  of principal nature conservation importance as listed under 

Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act (2006) . 

Priority species ð Species of principal nature conservation importance as  listed under 

Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act (2006) . 

Protected species ð Species protected by law. Key legislation for England includes the 

Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended), the Conservation Natural Habitats a nd 

Species Regulations 2017, the Protection of Badgers Act 1992 and the Wild Mammals 

(Protection) Act 1996.  

Public goods ð Goods or services that are neither rivalrous (access to a public good by 

any one group of people has no effect on the quantity availa ble to others) nor 

excludable (no one can be excluded from access to the good).  (Dasgupta, 2021) . 

QGIS ð Quantum Geographical Information System.  

Ramsar site ð A wetland recognised as of international importance under the Ramsa r 

Convention for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources (Ramsar, 

Iran, 1971) . 

RIGS ð Regionally Important Geological Sites. Non -statutory sites selected at a local level 

to conserve important geological and geomorphological features of local to regional 

significance. These sites may also be termed as Local Geological Sites (LGS) . 

SAC - Special Area of Conservation are high -quality conservation sites that make a 

significant contribution to conserving the habitats and species listed und er of European 

Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna 

and flora, known as the Habitats Directive. Can be both terrestrial and marine.  

Scheduled Monument ð is an historic building or site that is included in th e Schedule of 

Monuments as set out in the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979, 

and maintained by the Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport.  

SERC ð Somerset Environmental Records Centre. An organisation which collects, col lates 

and manages information on wildlife and the natural environment within Somerset, and 

can supply to local users.  

SFI Sustainable Farming Incentive (previously ELMS ð Environmental Land Management 

Scheme ). Farmers and other land managers may be paid for delivering public goods, 

including clean air, clean and plentiful water, thriving plants and wildlife, protection 

from environmental hazards, beauty, heritage, and engagement with the environment, 

and reduc tion of and adaptation to climate change. A new agri -environment scheme 
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managed by Defra and planned to be operational by 202 4. 

SNA ð Strategic Nature Areas. An area of Devonõs countryside containing higher than 

average concentrations of wildlife habitats.  SNAs are designed to ensure populations of 

species, characteristic to the habitat, are maintained (DBRC 2019).  

Social capital ð Mutual trust and associated norms of reciprocity that enable people to 

engage with one another (Dasgupt a, 2021) . 

SPA -  Special Protected Area. Strictly protected site originally protected with Article 4 of 

the EC Birds Directive (now transposed into UK law) for the conservation of birds.  

SSSI - Site of Special Scientific Interest. Site designated by Na tural England under the 

Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) due to special interest in its flora, fauna, geological 

and/or geomorphological features.  

SSSI Units ð A subdivision of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), important for 

maintaining the condition and management of SSSI sites.  Condition assessments result 

in the assignment of ôFavourableõ to ôDestroyedõ, indication the condition of the site, 

and the features therein. [See also SSSI].  

Statutory protected site ð A defined are a of terrestrial or marine environment, 

designated to protect and enhance important wildlife conservation areas, in addition 

to geological and geomorphological features of local interest. Statutory sites receive 

legal protection through legislation. [See a lso non -statutory protected site].  

Sustainable development ð Development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, i.e. by 

bequeathing to its successor at least as large a productive  base as it had inherited from 

its predecessor (Dasgupta, 2021) . 

Well-being ð A measure of the extent to which a personõs informed desires are realised 

(Dasgupta, 2021) . 

WHS ð World Heritage Site. A n area which is deemed by UNESCO to have outstanding 

universal value in cultural and natural heritage. ( UNESCO World Heritage Conventio n 

(1972)). 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext
http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext
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Appendix 1: State of Nature Mapping  

Map 1: Blackdown Hills AONB Study Area  
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Map 2: Distribution of Priority Habitats within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 3: Statutory  Sites within the Blackdown Hills AONB 
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Map 4: Condition Assessment of Sites of Special Scientific Interest within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 5: Non -statutory Sites within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 6: Distribution of Champion Species , Filtered by the Date of Collection , within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 7: Strategic Nature Areas within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 8: Distribution of Priority Habitats and Strategic Nature Areas within the Bla ckdown Hills AONB  
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Map 9: Designated Sites and Strategic Nature Areas within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 1 0: Random Sampling Datasets in Strategic Nature Areas within the Blackdown Hills AONB  
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Map 11: Natural Capital Indicators: Quantity of Active Floodplains within the Blackdown Hills AONB  

 
 


