Tees Valley BAP

 Rural Action group 
14 January 2009 

Captain Cook Museum-Stewart Park

Draft Meeting notes

Attendance - Vic Fairbrother (Teesmouth Bird Club), Jennie Stafford (FWAG), Ruth Jackson (Natural England), Jessica Harrison and Helen Herring (Wildflower Ark), David Spencer (Redcar and Cleveland BC), Rachel Jackson (TVWT) Ian Bond (Hartlepool BC), Sue Antrobus (BAP Co-ordinator).

Apologies: Terry Douthwaite (Stockton BC). Terry arrived at the museum but was sadly told by their staff that we were not meeting there by staff.

1. Unimproved grassland Habitat Action Plan and “Hunt for lost Meadows” update

In order to have a meaningful action plan for unimproved grasslands we need some accurate baseline data on the resources in the Tees Valley. To help achieve this the Wildflower Ark are doing a species rich grassland Inventory , starting in east Cleveland. Helen gave an update of the “Hunt for Lost Meadows” project  so far. 
· HLF funded project for one year, now 9 months into project .
· Main aim was to begin an inventory of grasslands in Lower Tees Valley.  

· Recent survey work (2007) on LWS’s in Redcar and Cleveland showed that many grassland sites were in poor condition, also same year had access onto farmland for hedgerow survey and noted new, unrecorded grasslands. 

· HLF funding meant a lot of public involvement – training days, volunteers walking footpaths etc. As well as talks, walks, exhibitions and a leaflet

· Carried out desktop search for past records, also listed new sites found by us and sites from members of the public (following press campaign) and volunteers.

· 69 sites on list, most visited, 51 recorded

· Survey method – walked site to identify good grassland areas. Mapped plant communities. Filled in English Nature Grassland card. Carried out NVC classification of good areas – a minimum of 5 quadrats per community.

· NVC results put through Maevis software, and compared with Rodwells tables 

· Results - 20 sites MG5, and another 10 sites were MG5/9, MG5/6 or MG5/1e, the rest were MG9, MG6 or MG1e. All but one site were permanent pasture on steep-sided slopes (only one hay meadow)and were on land not suitable for modern farming. Some sites are still grazed and in reasonable condition, but most are under grazed or have scrub encroachment problems. A few were over grazed. Lack of fencing and water troughs often a problem.

· Preliminary inventory on Excel been produced and by end of project- March 2009- this will be completed and a GIS layer of sites and information produced and distributed.

· This sound biological data will and already is providing opportunities for securing favourable management to restore some  ogf these grassland sites. So far 

· One farmer willing to cut and remove with instruction. 

· TVWT volunteer team to do 8 days of scrub removal –landowner permission already granted. 

· Three sites (poor) in the care of LA and wardens willing to carry out works.  

· Hoping to work with Ian Craft, The Grassland Trust on HLS scheme for many of good sites. This is currently being piloted by the Grassland Trust and Natural England as it is a new way if working.. It will mean that the Grassland Trust will be the HLS applicant and will mean that isolated fields from different farms will be able to be submitted in the same bid. 

· Helen is building very favourable relationship with a major estate landowner

All these will be excellent actions for the unimproved grassland HAP.
2. Tees Valley pondscape Project –update

Sue introduced Rachel Jackson, the new Tees Valley Pondscape Officer, to the group.

A summary of the project aims are available on the website at http://teesvalleybiodiversity.org.uk/323/biodiversity-boost-for-ponds-in-the-tees-valley/ or simply access via the news items on the partners page
To support the delivery of the new Ponds, lakes and reservoirs HAP a project plan a three year Tees Valley Pondscape Project was developed. This project successfully bid for £102,000 towards a £204,000 project from Natural England’s Countdown 2010 Fund. The Environment Agency is committing £20,000 to the project and Northumbria Water £6,000.  The Tees Valley Wildlife Trust have contributed £24,000 match funding from an existing SITA award and £18,000 in volunteer time match funding. An application has been made to EFF for £70,000 this has got through to stage two. The stage two bid is currently being developed. 

The project started in November 2008, however the first year of the spend has to be achieved by March 2009. Project staff from the TVWT has been able to work on the project. In advance of a Pondscape Project Officer who started in January 2009.  To date the project has achieved the following outcomes

· Collated existing information the locations and status of ponds.
· Designed data bases and data presentation systems to capture currently available pond information and that which will be generated by the project. This includes basic information on pond location, name, ownership and nature conservation designations and capacity to incorporate additional information on some ponds including: NPMN Inventory forms, photographs, PSYM surveys, species information focusing on water voles and amphibians, management recommendation and management briefs, location of invasive alien plants.
· Carried out searches using OS maps and knowledge within TVBP to maximise capture of all ponds on the database.

· Collate information on amphibians and water voles in the Tees Valley.
· Carried out pond inventories (following the National Pond Monitoring Network form) on 50 ponds. 

The project is currently working on the following that will be completed by March 09

· Research/confirm ownership details and any nature conservation designations on the database for all ponds.

· Digitised all existing pond, amphibian and water vole data By March 2009 produce a GIS maps showing data in a variety of ways. For example; location of ponds, ponds in public ownership, ponds under nature conservation designations, ponds with nature conservation status etc.  Also Produce a GIS layer showing ponds that are on land covered by agri-environment schemes, locations of water voles and amphibians. 

· Work is currently underway planning the project launch, producing the first newsletter and producing web pages and a leaflet for landowners explaining the survey and how they can benefit.

There was discussion about how the pondscape poroject will be able to work with rural landowners and with agri-environment schemes.
The capital underspend on HLS was discussed . Ruth said for capital works such a ponds to go through a scheme there needs to be some preliminary work. This includes obtaining planning permission. The need for planning permission in relation to ponds was discussed and position seems unclear and to vary between different planning authorities.

Action: Rachel to research requirements with each local authority.
Rachel will be producing a leaflet for landowners, explaining the need to survey their pond and possible benefits to them, e.g qualifications for agri-environment schemes, free pond creation and management advice available from project.
Action: Rachel to send draft to Ruth and Jenny for checking-additional input.
3. Harvest Mouse Species Action Plan and proposed project

A copy of the draft action plan was circulated. Ian Bond is the plan lead. Vic suggested some changes to the targets to delete the word range.

Ian has written a paper on the distribution of the harvest mouse in north east England.  This will be circulated with the minutes

In order to deliver actions in the plan Sue has met with representatives of the Northumbria Mammal group (Don Griss and Ian Bond) to develop a harvest mouse project covering the Tees Valley and Darlington. It is planned to submit this grant bid to the BIFFA Biodiversity Fund. 
The aims of the project so far discussed are 

Objective 1 Increase knowledge of the current distribution and population of the harvest mouse

Carry out a systematic monitoring of sites which have current or historical records and survey adjacent areas. 

Address under recording of species by providing a road show of training events for volunteers and countryside staff, supplimentated by provision of illustrated talks, guidance leaflet and display panel for community groups and “friends of” groups.  

Objective 2 Establish favourable habitat conditions for harvest mice

Write management briefs for harvest mice on sites with current or historical records and carry out practical conservation projects to establish suitable management regimes 

Develop suitable habitat links around current sites to allow species to extend range by advising land owners and carrying out practical conservation tasks.

Objective 3 Increase understanding of the plight of harvest mouse as an example of species decline 

Through volunteer involvement in surveys and practical conservation projects, talks to community groups and media work raise awareness and understanding of species decline and our changing landscape. Promote membership and activities of Northumbria Mammal Group and Wildlife Trusts

This is envisaged as a two year project. 

Vic recommended adding an action on plan about carrying out analysis of owl pellets to look for evidence of harvest mice. 

Dave expressed interest in taking part in survey work
4. Barn owl plan and nest box project

Sue reported that she has been in contact with the two barn owl nest recorders (Derek Clayton, and Geoff Myres) and between them they estimate 10-12 breeding pairs in the Tees Valley which is a massive improvement. The main cause of death appears to be road death, which on a national issue as well (estimate 40% deaths roads nationally). Geoff records road deaths as a lot of information can be gained from the specimen.
6 new owl boxes have been made in recent weeks through the Wildlife Trust’s Wild Youth Project. Becky and Beth cut all the wood but the groups of young people found them very challenging to make and a result they did most of the work. All these boxes will be erected by the owl recorders and the boxes monitored through a national scheme organised by the Barn Owl Trust/BTO. More boxes are needed/

Action: Sue to explore potential with local prisons.   

Dave has a volunteer who may be able to make barn owl boxes
Action: sue to send box specifications to Dave 

Sue recommended the following website as there has been masses of recent research on barn owls and in particular a PhD study that gives a maps on where the most suitable places are to place boxes in each region.

Visit www.barnowltrust.org.uk/  

Vic mentioned the importance of river corridors as hunting grounds for owls. He recommended making contact with the newly formed Rivers Trust.
Action: Jennie to email contact to Sue to contact. 

Vic agreed to be the plan lead for the new plan.
Action: Sue to send Vic the outline design for SAP and information she has.

5. BAP farmland bird survey project 
A limited number of surveys were completed on the project. We have a small core of committed volunteers, we have lost many volunteers.  We do not have enough surveyors to meet the interest shown by farmers. A discussion took place on if it was moiré useful to switch volunteers between farms so data every other year or to continue on same farms so continuity of data. We need both really. It is unlikely that we will be able to recruit skilled volunteers as these will already be involved with the BTO atlas. 

Action: Sue to discuss with RSPB and surveyors

Updates
Vic
The Breeding Birds of Cleveland has been published. Congratulations to Vic and the Teesmouth Bird Club. Order forms were 
circulated.  Also stocked at Guisborough book shop and Borders. 

The Saltholme opening is on 21st  January with official opening in the Spring.


It is the second year if the four year BTO. Atlas work so he is very busy.

Date of next meeting

Wednesday 22nd April  2009 at 10 am in Stewart Park Conference Room 
