


 

 
Highlights of the year  

¶ We distributed a record £58,656.43 to support 20 community projects from our 

Sustainable Development Fund (SDF). This was matched by some 

£78,776.60 of external funding. Thatôs an injection of Ã137,433.03 to North 

Wessex Downs communities. 

 

¶ The North Wessex Downs LEADER Programme awarded £486,000 to 15 

projects. Over £1 million of grant money has been awarded to 47 projects 

since the start of the Programme.   

 

¶ A series of hand-painted images of the icons of the North Wessex Downs 

were formally unveiled to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the founding of the 

AONB. 

 

¶ We responded to and were involved with four planning appeals, all of which 

were decided in our favour. 
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Chairmanôs Introduction  

 
 

As a resident of Wanborough , right on the northern fringe of 
the North Wessex Downs,  I am familiar with the need to  

reconcile  statutory responsibilities to conserve and enhance 
the countryside, its  wildlife and heritage with the needs of 

local people, farming and businesse s.  
 

Those who manage the land in our North Wessex Downs 
Area of Outstanding Beauty are central to its  appearance and 

qualities. They are its custodians , but they and their families 

need  a viable economic future.  
 

The many projects reported on in this annua l review  prove 
over and  

over again there is a wealth of imagination and initiative locally to create a viable  
economic future that can help conserve and enhance the AONB.  

 
This is well shown in the responsible tourism sector in and around the North Wessex 

Downs ï from our World Heritage Site at Avebury to Watership Down -- that is 
demonstrating how partnership working can help support  economic  prosperity  and a 

win -win situation for the environment, public enjoyment, wildlife  conservation and a 
growing appre ciation of our heritage.  

 
The sections  in this Report show how a broad but committed partnership  

between communities, landowners, businesses, special interest groups, and the  public 
sector from the parish to the county level , with a dedicated team of  officers across 

different disciplines , can an d do work together to ensure that the North Wessex 

Downs  stay an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  
 

We must  continue to demonstrate good value for money , proving  that  the AONB 
partnership  is a worthwhile inve stment for the future.  

 

 

 

Byron Carron, Chairman, Council of Partners



Statement from the Chairman  

of the Working Group  
 

Despite the on -going turbulence created by the severe economic 
restraints, I am sure you will agree that this review encapsulates 

yet another full and  successful year for North Wessex Downs 
AONB. By the end of the year we were ideally placed to begin 

celeb rations for 40 years of the  AONBôs designation. 
 

The following pages provide many highlights showing how the 
Partnership is delivering real value for money and working with 

others at both a local and national level for the benefit of the 
North Wessex Downs  and those that live  and  work in and visit 

this unique landscape.  

 
I am proud that this work has been enthusiastically supported by a wide range of 

individuals, community and interest groups, local and national organi sations and, of 
course, the  dedicated A ONB Team, who have worked very hard with our partners to 

achieve so  much ï my thanks to you all.  
 

Our tranquil and breath - taking scenery is cherished by many people and it is rightly 
celebrated. But we must remember that landscapes are much more than just the 

view. Our distinctive landscapes are the result of a close collaboration between people 
and na ture over many generations and it is a relationship underpinned by land -based 

activities such as agriculture, woodland management, wildlife conservation,  field 
sports and particular local specialties such as the racing industry.  

 
Responsible land -based activities are vital for the continued management and 

evolution of our landscapes, for the sustainable provision of our essential needs ï 

food, water, energy, employment, tourism, residential and business development ï 
and for the lo ng - term vibrancy of our rural economies.  

 

 

Richard Broadhead* 
Chairman, Management Working Group 
* On behalf of Duncan Coe, who chaired the Management Working Group 2011 -12 but 

has since stepped down.



Enhancing Biodiversity and 

Sustainable Land Management  

The North Wessex Downs has a range of ecologically important habitats ï chalk grasslands and 

chalk rivers, semi-natural broadleaved woodlands, biodiversity-rich farmland and arable hotspots. 

We are the third largest Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) the United Kingdom, but with 

a population of only 125,000 within our boundaries. Some 84 per cent of North Wessex Downs 

landscape is farmed and just over 13 per cent of the landscape is wooded (45 per cent of these 

woodlands are designated for wildlife value). 

We also proudly boast 66 sites of special scientific interest and have a wealth of important 

archaeological and historic sites including Averbury World Heritage site (pictured on the front 

cover) and the Uffington White Horse. 

Our area is also home to the second most important centre for the racehorse industry in Britain. 

In common with all the AONB family, the North Wessex Downs AONB has a statutory Vision and 

Management Plan to guide the sustainable future for the landscape, achieved through partnership 

working, and below are some of our achievements in 2011-12. 

 

 



The Big Chalk  

In May 2011, with the development of the Big Chalk project, we shifted our strategy away from a 

North Wessex Downs-wide Downland Heritage Initiative (DHI) towards multiple local target areas, 

where local resources and commitment are focused, and where we can also achieve wider 

strategic collaboration with partners beyond our boundaries.   

In April our Director Henry Oliver was accompanied by 

Dr Rowan Whimster, representative of the Historic 

Environment Interest Group on the Council of Partners, 

at a meeting with the Minister responsible AONBs, 

Richard Benyon MP.  The case for creating a truly 

landscape-scale initiative was outlined to the Minister. 

With our partners from Dorset AONB, Cranborne 

Chase and West Wiltshire Downs AONB and the 

Ministry of Defence, we expressed our ambition for 

organisations to work in partnership towards shared 

conservation goals across the full extent of chalk 

habitats of southern England. The Minister showed 

great interest, and suggested that we propose the Big 

Chalk as one of a dozen or so Ecological Restoration 

Zones (ERZs), later renamed Nature Improvement 

Areas to be selected following the Natural Environment 

White Paper. 

With support from MoD contractors Landmarc, a meeting 

was convened at Westdown Camp on Salisbury Plain.  

This was attended by representatives of over 100 groups 

to identify a common vision for the concept. In July a steering group started work on the Stage 1 

application to become a Nature Improvement Area (NIA). Having been approved, this was followed 

by a Stage 2 business plan, a portfolio of a number of projects under the Big Chalk umbrella. 

Our own Oliver Cripps also contributed expertise to the development of the Marlborough Downs NIA 

bid, assisting the project coordinator Jemma Batten to develop a community engagement strategy. 

Incredibly, three of the final 15 national entries were based partly or wholly in the North Wessex 

Downs. Unfortunately Big Chalk and the Hampshire Farmers bids were unsuccessful, but  

Marlborough Downs NIA was approved as one of the final 12 areas, as was Wild Purbeck, at the 

southern extremity of the Big Chalk area. 

For the Big Chalk NIA to fall at the last hurdle was extremely disappointing for us after the huge 

efforts put in on the various stages of the bid.  In retrospect it was perhaps predictable that no more 

than one NIA covering a single AONB would be selected, given the need for national coverage.  In 

spite of this, Natural England did encourage the Big Chalk partnership to further develop our 

proposal. A sum of money was offered for the next year which we are hoping to use to deliver 

limited outputs from the Big Chalk business plan.   



Chalk Scrapes and t he Stepping Stones Project  

Staff visited Magdalen Hill Down in Hampshire with Charles Flower, pioneering wildflower farmer 

in the North Wessex Downs and owner of Charles Flower Wildflowers to look at the creation and 

management of scrapes on chalk grassland specifically aimed at butterfly conservation. It was 

hoped that this work, known as the Stepping Stones Project and managed together with 

neighbouring Cranborne Chase & West Wiltshire Downs AONB, would inform the development of 

landscape-scale conservation initiatives based on the principles from Sir John Lawtonôs report to 

Government Making Space for Nature of óbigger, better and more joined upô conservation 

management. 

The Stepping Stones objectives are: 
 

Å To connect high quality wildlife hotspots, such as wildlife sites, Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest and National Nature Reserves, by creating habitat links and stepping stones of 
habitat so that individual creatures and species can move from one to the other, thereby 
expanding their range. 

 
Å To enhance the areas around the best wildlife sites, buffering valuable   habitat. 

 
Å To create spaces for collaboration and sharing best practice. 

 
Å To gain the involvement of local volunteers and organisations in the design, delivery and 

monitoring of the project. 

 

Farmland Birds  

We helped create the Best Farmland Bird Album 

in the World Ever CD, produced with our partners 

at Natural England, RSPB and the Cotswolds 

and Cranborne and Chase West Wiltshire Downs 

AONBs, as part of the South West Farmland Bird 

Initiative (SWFBI). This features calls of 52 

species, including the target species that form 

the focus of the South West and North Wessex 

Farmland Birds projects.  It is aimed primarily at 

farmers, land managers and others contacted by 

our Farmland Bird Advisors, in the hope that it 

will improve awareness and appreciation of the species they are helping to conserve by choosing 

the best agri-environment options. 

The initial funding for the project in the part of the North Wessex Downs that lies in Wiltshire came 

to an end in March 2012.  So, too, did the funding for the more recent sister North Wessex 

Farmland Bird Project covering those parts of the AONB that lie in the former SE region 

(Berkshire, Hampshire and Oxfordshire).  Funding has been secured to extend the project for 

another year, with one project officer covering the entire North Wessex Downs AONB under the 

project title of SWFBI North Wessex Farmland Bird Project. 

SWFBI has generated great interest countrywide to the extent that Diane Nicolle, North Wessex 

Farmland Bird Advisor for the eastern counties in the AONB, working with colleagues in the 



RSPB Brighton office, enabled 10 farms in the project area to have full surveys (free of charge) 

carried out by volunteers over the spring/summer. 

 

Woodland  

Unfortunately our bid to LEADER for funding  to 
provide training in sustainable woodland 
management was rejected. It was disappointing, as 
we had sought to establish a precedent for this type 
of project among other AONBs and discussed the 
training with other RDPE-funded agencies. However, 
time spent developing the proposal with Sylva 
Foundation, Forestry Commission and others will not 
be wasted as we look into alternative sources of 
support. 

We also held talks with partners in the South West 
regarding a potential Heritage Lottery Fund bid for a woodland habitat project, based on a similar 
principle to the South West Farmland Bird Initiative. Ultimately it was decided that the focus of this 
particular proposal was too narrow for the Protected Landscapes to add their support. We 

Staff helped to gather and disseminate good practice in sustainable woodland management from 
projects such as Neroche in Somerset. 

Stonebridge Meadow Project  

Following the acquisition last year of Stonebridge Meadow in Marlborough by Action for the River 

Kennet and Marlborough Town Council, we provided a small amount of grant funding to expedite 

site surveys and work on a management plan.  Initial surveys have identified a number of female 

black poplars on the site, and we would like to explore opportunities to conserve and expand this 

population in the North Wessex Downs.    

Local Nature Partnerships  

We have been supporting emerging Local Nature Partnerships (LNPs) in Berkshire, Hampshire, 
Oxfordshire and Wiltshire. The ambition for LNPs is that they will help their local area to manage the 
natural environment as a system and to embed its value in local decisions for the benefit of nature, 
people and the economy.  To do this effectively they will need to be self-sustaining strategic 
partnerships of a broad range of local organisations, businesses and people with the credibility to 
work with and influence other local strategic decision makers. A full update has been made available 
on the AONB website. 



 

Conserving Nat ural Resources and 
Protecting the Historic Environment  

The North Wessex Downs has been shaped for centuries by the changing patterns of land use 

and settlement. We must work to protect, manage and promote the quality of our air, water, soils 

and biological resources and both the vital natural features and the ancient man-made landscapes 

that characterise our special areas. 

Avebury World Heritage Site  

The protection of archaeological assets and the enhancement of their landscape setting have 

been greatly enhanced by two projects in which AONB staff have played an important role.   

 

The Woodland Strategy funded by Natural England and led by the National Trust addresses the 

impact of woodland, trees and scrub on the monuments, their settings and important inter-

relationships with the overarching aim of protecting and enhancing the siteôs outstanding universal 

value.  The strategy is based on documentary research, site visits and complex digital viewshed 

analysis. It provides advice to landowners, agencies and managers on removal, management and 

planting.  It alsoinforms projects such as the Marlborough Downs Nature Improvement Area (NIA).   

 

The undergrounding of cables at Overton Hill was a public-private partnership with Scottish and 

Southern Electricity.  It has greatly enhanced the eastern gateway to the World Heritage Site and 

the setting of the Overton Hill Bronze Age barrow cemetery, the Sanctuary, and West Kennet 

Avenue. 

 

The National Trust and the BBC collaborated to restore Avebury Manor in 2011 which culminated 

in a television series on the restoration process.  The Manor had previously stood empty for some 

time but is now open for the public to enjoy and appreciate.  Visitor numbers to the Museum and 



Barn Gallery have increased as those visiting the Manor gain an insight into the wider historic 

landscape. 

 

Historic Landscape Character  

We appointed Emma Rouse of Wyvern Heritage and Landscape Consultancy to undertake work on 

historic landscape character in the North Wessex Downs.  This will draw together the information 

already available and put it into a form much more readily useable by us and others.  A large 

element of the work is to undertake initial work on settlements, which were excluded from some of 

the previous work, and develop a method for more detailed characterisation that could be applied by 

communities themselves.   

Five Mile Re - fencing Project  

AONB staff liaised with Natural England staff and local landowners in the north of the AONB to 

progress a large (five-mile) (re)fencing project on SSSI grassland that is owned by an arable 

farmer and grazed by sheep belonging to one of his neighbours.  The project was complicated by 

steep slopes and the need to remove the eyesore of existing broken fences.  We helped the 

project to completion by offering a grant to cover part of the extra costs.  

 

 



 

Encouraging Appropriate Development  

Meeting the economic and housing needs of the AONB communities is vital to the long-term 

sustainability of our sparsely populated and tranquil landscape. However, there is a need to 

manage development pressures with great sensitivity both within and in areas bordering the 

AONB.  

Although not having any decision-making powers, it is essential that the AONB Partnership plays 
an active role in planning issues affecting the North Wessex Downs. The AONB therefore seeks in 
its work to make a positive contribution to the planning process by heightening awareness of the 
special qualities of the North Wessex Downs and of the need to protect the landscape from 
inappropriate development. This is always done in the context of the AONBôs primary purpose ï to 
conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the landscape. 

Over the year we submitted comments on significant developments outside, but within the setting 
of the North Wessex Downs AONB, including large residential applications at Commonhead, 
Swindon; Grove; Cholsey; Ludgershall; Wallingford; Pincents Hill, Reading; and Didcot.  We also 
made pre-application comments in respect of the proposed Ikea store at Calcot, on the eastern 
edge of the AONB and the redevelopment of Culham Science Centre outside but within the setting 
of the AONB.  A particular pre-application consultation, which featured largely in the local press, 
was in relation to the proposed waste-to-energy plant at Chieveley.   
 
In all the Planning Advisor responded in detail to some 143 planning applications, having been 
consulted on many hundreds of applications, and around 12 appeals.   
 

We attended the West Berkshire Core Strategy Hearings to articulate our concerns about  a 

proposal to build 2,100 houses in the North Wessex Downs AONB.  We commissioned our own 

examination of the landscape sensitivity of potential development sites included in the Councilôs 


