MAGical Meadows – Fen and Woodland Reports

Magnesian limestone grassland is one of the UK’s rarest grassland types, containing unique combinations of wildflowers and grasses not found elsewhere.  This rare grassland is a priority habitat in the Durham Biodiversity Action Plan (DBAP) and is also a local variant of the priority national BAP habitat – lowland calcareous grassland.  Two-thirds of the UK’s remaining resource of magnesian limestone grassland is found in the Durham area, in particular South Tyneside, Sunderland, Easington, Durham City and Sedgefield.

The MAGical Meadows project was developed to try and conserve, reconnect and restore semi-natural habitats in the Durham Magnesian Limestone Natural Area (DMLNA), securing the future of this locally, nationally and internationally important resource.

The project is run by Durham Biodiversity Partnership and funding from English Nature’s Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund (ALSF) has recently enabled survey work to be carried out of other DBAP priority habitats associated with the magnesian limestone.

In August 2007 ecological surveys of two DBAP priority habitats – lowland fen and woodland – commenced. This work was carried out on behalf of Durham Biodiversity Partnership by Clare O’Reilly of Ptyxis Ecology and ecologist John Durkin. Almost one hundred lowland fen sites and over ninety limestone woodland sites were surveyed and over 500 samples of vegetation were analysed. 

Condition assessments for each of the fen and woodland sites were carried out during the survey period. The results of these assessments showed that 68% of the lowland fen sites surveyed across the DMLNA are in unfavourable condition, partially destroyed or destroyed. The majority of this decline is due to the improper management of these highly important DBAP priority habitat sites.

Following the survey work management recommendations for all of the remaining sites have been drawn up. These will be used to help plan more specific project work in future years, and more importantly to inform landowners and site managers of the actions they should take to restore their sites and help prevent further degradation of these nationally important and unique areas.

The MAGical meadows project continues to protect the few remaining magnesian limestone grasslands in the area, to create new areas, and to raise the profile of the extremely rare and threatened magnesian limestone habitats across County Durham.

