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Introduction

The aim of this document is to assess existing information on the ecological interest of Valley Farm that is the site of the proposed West Linslade Urban Extension (WLUE) and assess what impact the development will have on this interest.
Habitats of Valley Farm
Valley Farm is situated on the western edge of the Leighton-Linslade conurbation with the county boundary between Bucks and Beds forming the edge of the built up area and the eastern edge of the site, and the new Linslade Western Bypass running along its western edge. The farm ranges in altitude from c. 115 -130m and is situated on clay and greensand soils on the west facing slopes at the head of a side valley of a stream that eventually flows into the River Ouzel. The southern fields contain earthworks that include evidence of past quarrying activities with ridge and furrow marks and a possible lynchet on the higher parts of the fields. 

The most important ecological feature on the farm is a small fen that is identified as a County Wildlife Site (CWS). 
The farm also supports a range of other habitats, predominantly unimproved and semi-improved neutral grassland with small amounts of acid grassland, dense and scattered scrub, mature trees and hedgerows. 

Adjacent features of biodiversity interest include Rock Lane CWS in Bedfordshire, a green lane that runs along the southern edge of Linslade and links up to the eastern edge of the southern fields of the farm, while Linslade Wood CWS in Bedfordshire lies c. 1km to the northeast of the farm. The land to the west of the farm beyond the bypass is a mixture of arable farmland and pasture with scattered blocks of mixed woodland, and includes Liscombe Park with its extensive area of parkland containing numerous scattered mature trees and neutral grassland.

Valley Farm Fen CWS
Description  
The fen lies on the eastern slope of the valley slightly higher than the boundary stream which at the southern end of the fen is deeply cut. The fen supports good examples of M22-Juncus subnodulosus-Cirsium palustre fen-meadow and S3-Carex paniculata sedge-swamp. Additional interest is provided by small areas of semi-improved acid and neutral grassland with scattered gorse (Ulex europaeus) scrub on the drier ground. The fen supports at least 22 marshland indicators, including 11 strong indicators as listed in the Bedfordshire and Luton County Wildlife Site (CWS) Selection Guidelines, as well as locally rare Buckinghamshire plant species including Greater Tussock Sedge (Carex paniculata), Bottle Sedge (Carex rostrata), Carnation Sedge (Carex panicea), Fen Bedstraw (Galium uliginosum), Blunt and Sharp-flowered Rush (Juncus subnodulosus and J. acutiflorus), Marsh Valerian (Valeriana dioica), Southern Marsh Orchid (Dactylorhiza praetermissa) and Marsh Helleborine (Epipactis palustris). Other wetland plants of interest include Marsh Marigold (Caltha palustris), Ragged Robin (Lychnis flos-cuculi) and Cuckooflower (Cardamine pratensis). 
The CWS also supports a small area of wet willow-dominated woodland, wet woodland being another National Priority BAP habitat. 
Assessment 

Lowland fen communities such as found here are Priority Habitats in the National Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP). The site is also of local nature conservation importance as a County Wildlife Site (CWS) and the national importance of this habitat as well as the number of indicator species and the presence of local rarities would be likely to make this site of a standard to be considered as a potential Site Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Even as a CWS there is a presumption against development on it in the LDF Conservation Strategy. Though the fen would not be directly destroyed as a result of this development, there is a strong possibility that the springs that feed the fen could be affected by the housing development or polluted by run-off from housing. This would lead either to the direct loss of the wetland species due to drying out of the fen or an increase in coarse plant species such as nettle due to increased nutrient levels in the spring water. None of the measures appear to deal with the issue of ensuring the water supply is maintained and what happens if this compromised as a result of the development and a detailed hydrological survey is required to properly assess the impacts of the proposed housing development on the fen. 
Grassland

The following information was obtained from surveys carried out in June 2003 and August 2005.
Description 
The two southern fields (numbers 1 and 2 on the plan) on the slopes of the valley support diverse grassland which ranges between an MG6, Lolium perenne – Cynosurus cristatus and an MG5, Cynosurus cristatus – Centaurea nigra community, the latter a typical community of lowland meadows. The MG5 grassland is mostly present on the steeper slopes and in places, such as on the earthworks in field 2, grades towards a more calcareous grassland community. Neutral grassland indicators present include frequent Bulbous Buttercup (Ranunculus bulbosus), Birdsfoot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Pignut (Conopodium majus), Common Sorrel (Rumex acetosa), Lady’s Bedstraw (Galium verum) and Glaucous Sedge (Carex flacca), and occasional Quaking Grass (Briza media), Mouse-ear Hawkweed (Pilosella officinarum), Cowslip (Primula veris), Hairy Sedge (Carex hirta), Dwarf Thistle (Cirsium acaule), Hoary Plantain (Plantago media), Fairy Flax (Linum catharticum), Meadow Vetchling (Lathyrus pratensis) and Restharrow (Ononis repens) with a good population of Adder’s-tongue Fern (Ophioglossum vulgatum) on the steep slope of field 1. Of particular significance was a single specimen of Green-winged Orchid (Orchis morio) recorded in 2005 on the highest part of field 2 (grid reference SP897252). This is a county uncommon plant species and has its own Habitat Action Plan in the Buckinghamshire Biodiversity Action Plan. This species normally flowers in early May and an earlier visit may have turned up additional specimens. On sandier soil on the slopes on the northern edge of field 2 the grassland grades to a U1, Festuca ovina – Agrostis capillaris – Rumex acetosella community with occasional Sheep’s Sorrel (Rumex acetosella) present. 

Field 3 in the base of the valley contains ridge and furrow and also consists of grassland intermediate between an MG6 and MG5 community with a large area of MG10, Holcus lanatus – Juncus effusus rush pasture near the stream. Indicators present include frequent Bulbous Buttercup, Pignut and Common Sorrel with occasional Cuckooflower (Cardamine pratensis), Birdsfoot Trefoil, Field Woodrush (Luzula campestris) and Hairy Sedge. 

The fields to the north have not been properly surveyed but also consist of semi-improved neutral grassland and support populations of neutral grassland indicators including Pignut, Birdsfoot Trefoil, Bulbous Buttercup, Common Sorrel and Glaucous Sedge with Oval Sedge (Carex ovalis) and Strawberry Clover (Trifolium fragiferum) recorded during a survey carried out in 1994. 

Assessment 

Fields 1 and 2 in particular are of nature conservation interest, containing more than 0.5 ha of MG5 grassland typical of Lowland Meadows, which is a Priority Habitat in the national and local Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP), as well as small areas of calcareous and acid grassland communities. These two fields support at least sixteen neutral grassland indicators between them though about ten of these indicators are at low frequency. Field 3 is of lesser interest but still contains at least seven neutral grassland indicators and areas of damper grassland. Other habitats present include hedgerows, mature trees, scrub and a stream. They also have a varied topography with steep slopes and banks, valuable for particular plant and invertebrate species. At least three Local BAP plant species (Green-winged Orchid, Adderstongue Fern and Cowslip) are present, including one county uncommon plant species (Green-winged Orchid), though only one specimen of this plant was found. 

The fields do not have open public access though public footpaths run along the north edge of the northern field and another along the southeast edge of the southern field and there is a lot of unofficial public access from the adjacent housing estate. The site has high landscape value with good views, while the ridge and furrow, lynchet and earthworks associated with the old quarry are important features of heritage interest.

Fields 1 and 2 in particular could be potential candidates for identifying as a CWS as they contain good areas of neutral grassland communities typical of Lowland Meadows which is a locally uncommon habitat in Buckinghamshire. Locally uncommon and Local BAP plant species are also present including green winged orchid. Field 3 could also be worth considering for inclusion though more detailed surveys of this field and some of the fields to the north are needed to allow a more accurate assessment of their interest. These fields lie adjacent to Valley Farm Fen CWS that supports uncommon wetland communities and species. 

One of the targets in the UK Lowland Meadows BAP is that there should be “no loss of the current extent of Lowland Meadows in the UK.” At least some of the fields support plant communities that are typical of Lowland Meadows, and these would be lost if the development went ahead. These fields are likely to be diverse enough to be identified as a County Wildlife Site and the only reason they are not identified is that they were not able to be considered by the relevant county nature conservation panel. If they had been identified there would be a presumption against their development in the LDF Conservation Strategy.
Scrub, Mature Trees and Hedgerows

Description - The hedgerows at the farm contain a mix of woody species including frequent Hazel (Corylus avellana) and Field Maple (Acer campestre) with frequent standards of Ash, and numerous Crack Willow (Salix fragilis) pollards along the stream. The earthworks in field 2 support patches of mature W21, Crataegus monogyna – Hedera helix scrub dominated by mature Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) with frequent mature Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) trees and Elder (Sambucus nigra), and with Nettle (Urtica dioica) and Bramble (Rubus fruticosus) in the field layer. 
Assessment – The hedgerows at the farm are reasonably diverse and support a good variety of woody species. Hedgerows are also a priority habitat in the UK and local BAP.

Conclusions

· Valley Farm contains a range of nationally and locally important BAP habitats including lowland fen, lowland meadow, wet woodland and hedgerows. The fen is identified as a County Wildlife Site and could be considered to be of sufficient nature conservation interest for it to be considered for designation as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Some of the grassland at the farm is also likely to be of sufficient interest to be of considered to be at least of CWS value
· The development would lead to the direct loss of areas of species rich Lowland Meadow which is in direct opposition to one of the targets in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan for this habitat.
· There appears to be no information on the hydrological impacts of the development on Valley Farm Fen CWS and there are no apparent mitigation measures to protect it from possible changes in the water table as a result of it.
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