
PURWELL MEADOWS
LOCAL NATURE RESERVE
GREENSPACE ACTION PLAN (GAP)
2017 - 2022

Briefing Document for Consultees

June 2016



Purwell Meadows GAP 2017-22 Briefing Document Page 2 of 12
Countryside Management Service June 2016

CONTENTS
Page

1 Introduction 1

2 Background 2

3 Review of Progress 2

4 Greenspace Action Plan (GAP) 2017-22 6

5 Consultation and Production Process 7

6 Location Map 9

7 Consultation Feedback Form 9



Purwell Meadows GAP 2017-22 Briefing Document Page 3 of 12
Countryside Management Service June 2016

1 INTRODUCTION

This briefing document has been produced to guide the first stage of consultation that
will support the writing of the second Greenspace Action Plan (GAP) for Purwell
Meadows Local Nature Reserve. The GAP will be produced by Countryside
Management Service (CMS) in partnership with North Herts District Council (NHDC).
The plan will cover a 5 year period from 2017 to 2022.

GAP’s are map based management plans and are invaluable documents that give
focus and direction to the running and improvement of all types of open space. They
provide a clear, logical process to determine the activities that should take place on a
site, over a stated period of time, in order to meet agreed project objectives and core
aspirations.

It is our intention to hold a structured consultation to ensure that stakeholders are
fully aware of the plan production process. Engagement will be encouraged and
opportunities to feed into the plan in a constructive and timely way promoted locally.
This document is intended to initiate and support this process.

This document has been broken down into easy to read sections.
Sections 2 and 3 provide background information, historical context and a review of
current management operations.

Section 4 outlines the aim and objectives of the plan and how we intend to use and
present the document.

Section 5 summarises the consultation methodology that forms a part of the GAP
production process, specifying how and when stakeholders will be consulted.
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2 BACKGROUND

Purwell Meadows Local Nature Reserve is an 8.5 hectare (21 acre) open space in
the centre of Hitchin which is owned by NHDC, and managed in partnership with the
CMS.

The mosaic of dry grassland, marshy grassland, hedgerows and scrub along the river
at Purwell Meadows are home to a wide variety of plants, birds, animals and insects.
The site is part of a chain of important wildlife areas along the Purwell Valley linked
by the River Purwell. The meadows provide a “stepping stone” for the movement of
wildlife along the valley such as Water Voles and Otters. The clear, mineral rich
water of the river keeps the low lying land of Purwell Meadows damp, creating
marshy wet grassland and wet hollows which support a rich and distinctive variety of
wildlife.

Springs rise out of the chalk bedrock at St. Ippolyts, flowing down Ippollitts Brook,
joined by other springs to form the River Purwell. Chalk Rivers are a rare habitat
globally UK, making the River Purwell of worldwide importance. The site is
designated a Local Wildlife Site and was declared a Local Nature Reserve in 1994.

3 REVIEW OF PROGRESS

Over the last five years, the Purwell Meadows GAP has been successfully
implemented with a wide variety of works and management operations carried out
throughout the Local Nature Reserve. It has helped us gain support for an access
and biodiversity improvement project, provided a focus for external funding, and has
driven the involvement of volunteers.

The following section poses a number of questions and answers to show where the
plan has been successful, in what ways it could have been improved, and what the
process has taught us about moving forward, with particular regard to the ongoing
challenges faced.

Were our aims achieved?
In reviewing the progress of the last GAP, we can be confident in saying that our
aims were achieved. These aims will remain at the core of the new GAP, maintaining
some at their current level and focusing on others to push them forward.

How far did we meet our aims?
Wildlife, Landscape and Historic Environment Benefits

The open nature of the meadows landscape has been maintained and key features
such as hedgerows have been restored. Management works have been carried out
sympathetically to the historic environment.

Fulfilled NHDCs commitment to NI197 (National Indicator 197 for wildlife sites) and
NERC (Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act) targets.

We have worked towards BAP (Biodiversity Action Plan) targets by improving the
condition of key BAP habitats within the LNR, in turn assisting key BAP species such
as Water Vole and Otter which utilise the river corridor.

Key habitat improvements are laid out below:
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River Restoration
Banks of the River Purwell had become badly eroded in certain areas and around the
informal fording area. These were restored using soft engineering techniques,
backfilling with spoil and turfs from the scrape excavation. The ford crossing was
formalised which has also enable easier access for management vehicles. The
restoration has stabilised the banks and vegetation is well established.

Wetland
Areas of wetland were identified as drying out due to pressures on the water
resources feeding them resulting in a poor diversity of species and unfavourable
condition of the habitat. A shallow scrape was constructed to lower soil levels closer
to the current water table. This is being allowed to revegetate naturally, it already
shows a diversity of plants and is being used by wading birds such as snipe and little
egret.

Grassland
Areas of scrub have been cleared to maintain the open nature of the grassland and
provide space for a diversity of wildflowers to thrive. Grazing has continued
throughout the GAP maintaining the grassland habitat diversity.

Hedgerows
The main hedgerows along Purwell and Willian Road have been coppiced replanted
and standard trees kept and crown lifted to improve the hedgerow for wildlife and
open up views across the meadows from the surrounding residential areas. A new
section of hedgerow has been added as a continuation of this along Chaucer Way
boundary.

Providing a Welcoming, Safe and Well Maintained Space
Existing provisions have been updated and opportunities for those less able
maximised. Medium mobility kissing gates allow access onto the LNR from all main
and sub entrances. New entrance signs, interpretation panels and notice boards
have been installed all aid the enjoyment of visitors. Grazing infrastructure has been
replaced and new handling area installed in a safer position on site.

People
Community Involvement and Support
Prior to the previous GAP a Friends of Purwell Valley group was promoted locally to
engage the public in local greenspaces including Purwell Meadows. This process
helped gain community support for the initial Purwell Meadows GAP. A self
sustaining group was never formed but contacts from this exercise were used to
keep the local community and other stakeholders informed of events, site
management works and volunteer opportunities at Purwell Meadows.

Sustainability
Ongoing Maintenance
Current management operations through grounds maintenance contract include:
management and maintenance of the paths surface and signage, grassland
management, litter picking, fly tip removal and reactive tree works to address safety
issues.

Capital Projects Cost
External funding was successfully secured for the access improvement and
biodiversity projects.
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Which elements could have worked better?

Access for Management
The wet nature of the site makes access with vehicles and machinery to carry out
important beneficial management works difficult for the majority of the year. Access
can cause vegetation damage and soil compaction. This made carrying out bank
restoration, scrape and ford construction particularly difficult given work had to be
timed in the wetter months of the year to limit disturbance to wildlife. This work was
however carried out without any long term significant detriment to the site.

Grazing Regime
Grazing is an important tool for managing the grassland and wetland habitats on site,
ensuring scrub is kept in check, breaking up the dominance of particular vegetation
species and providing structural diversity. It also provides employment, income and is
a historic feature of this landscape. Careful management of the timing and levels of
grazing on site is important to maximise the benefits in keeping habitats in favourable
condition, whilst ensure poaching, overgrazing and bank erosion is kept to a
minimum. A balanced approach to this is important for the sustainability of this
activity in the future.

Friends of Group
The intention was for the site to be part of a larger friends group for the Purwell
Valley. CMS carried out work to explore and promote the formation of a group with a
view to it being self-managing and sustaining in the future. There was a lot of interest
from the public but no leaders were forthcoming, so a group was not formed. An
email circulation list from interested members of the public is held by CMS and is
used to communicate events, site management works, etc. to the public.

What ongoing challenges have we identified?

Water Quality
The River Purwell has a number of surface sewers which feed into it directly on site
and at points upstream, these bring with it contaminants from road run off e.g. oil and
other pollutants. The drains also wash a variety of litter into the river including small
plastic and metal items e.g. drinking cans. These factors combined affect the water
quality within the river and water table which in turn affect condition of the wildlife
habitats of the meadows.

Sustainable Grazing
Small, isolated, publically accessible sites like Purwell Meadows are generally less
attractive to livestock graziers. Ensuring the economic viability of grazing on site is
important as this is the main management tool used to maintain the meadow habitats
in good condition for wildlife.

River Restoration
The River Purwell consists of two channels through the southern half of the site, the
one to the east is understood to be the old mill channel which returned water to the
main River Purwell after passing through Purwell Mill, this now carries the majority of
the water flow. The original river channel to the west has low flow due to an
impoundment at Purwell Mill when it ceased use in the 1960’s.

The southern half of the original river channel is heavily silted up due to low flow and
the water sources. This channel is also heavily shaded for much of its length through
this section. This river habitat is in poor condition as a result.
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The old mill channel has good flows with some areas where silt deposition is high.
The river banks will continue to be susceptible to erosion which is been exacerbated
through poaching from livestock. This however does create opportunities for
diversification of the river channel particularly the old mill channel which is in the
main quite similar in profile and depth for much of its length. If poached areas are
given the opportunity for vegetation to re-establish/recover naturally they can
stabilise the bank and with natural water action create a more varied river channel
that benefits wildlife e.g. young fish refuge areas.

Pressures on Water
Pressure on water resources within Hertfordshire are high due to high usage for
drinking water supplies and increase in demand placed by future population &
development growth. The same chalk aquifer that supplies drinking water also feeds
wetland features e.g. the spring pool called Shadwells and the river that runs through
the site, making them particularly susceptible to drinking water abstraction and
periods of low rainfall. The recent wet winters have recharged the system for a time,
but the habitats and species that can be found here are always susceptible.

Invasive Species
Himalayan Balsam can be found now occasionally on site, due to the concerted
efforts of local volunteers it has largely been eliminated. This work will need to
continue to ensure the river system continues to be largely free of this and other
invasive species.
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4 GREENSPACE ACTION PLAN (GAP)
2017-22

The Purwell Meadows GAP 2017-22 will follow on from the positive and successful
work carried out over the last 5 years. It will be a simple, easy to read plan for use by
officers of NHDC, CMS officers, members of the public, and act as a guide to work of
volunteers. The plan will be largely map based, with sequential, annual management
maps to show the actions planned for each year. The resulting change will be
represented on the map for the following year. The plan will be costed and potential
funding sources identified; once the final GAP is agreed, external funding will be
sought to enable the plan to be delivered. The document will be reviewed annually to
ensure it remains effective and relevant.

At its core will be the original aims for the site, with a few amendments/additions to
reflect progress, changes and challenges that have come to light over the last five
years. The aim and objectives will be as follows:

Aim
The aim of the Purwell Meadows GAP is to improve and enhance the Local Nature
Reserve for both wildlife and people.

Objective
To promote awareness and engagement in Purwell Meadows LNR

 Improving the visitor experience and enhancing opportunities for informing
people of the wildlife, history, context and management of the site.

 Promote volunteer opportunities to the local community to involve them in site
management and events

 Carry out management in an open, organised and structured manner that is
clearly communicated to stakeholders prior to delivery

Objective
To protect and enhance the biodiversity that can be found on Purwell Meadows
LNR

 Ensure sustainable grazing continues on site in a way which promotes the
favourable condition of wildlife habitats and biodiversity

 Work with river catchment partners to improve the water quality of the River
Purwell

 Work with natural processes and grazing management to restore and
enhance the River Purwell

 Continue with a rotational scrub cutting programme to maintain the open
nature of the meadows.

Objective
To continue to provide a green space that is welcoming, safe and well
maintained for visitors to enjoy

 Ensuring ongoing maintenance costs are financially sustainable
 Carrying out reactive tree works to address safety issues
 Managing and maintaining the paths and signage
 Removing fly tips and carrying out litter picking and small scale vegetation

management
 Proactive response to the misuse of the site
 Securing external funding to ensure the viability of capital works
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5 CONSULTATION

Effective consultation is at the centre of a successful GAP. Their particular value as
documents comes from balancing the thoughts and aspirations of stakeholders and
interest groups throughout the writing process.

In order to enable as many stakeholders and interest groups as possible to have the
opportunity to feed into the production of the new GAP, we have adopted a
structured two-stage approach to consultation.

For the first stage, consultees will be invited to make comment on the core
aspirations that we are putting forward as part of this briefing document; it is hoped
that any further aspirations and/or issues will be addressed through this information
gathering process. As part of this first stage consultees are invited to a site based
consultation walk on Thursday 14th July from 10am to 11am meeting at the entrance
to Purwell Meadows off Chaucer Way.

For the second stage, consultees will be invited to read through and make comment
on the draft GAP.

Following this exercise, the final document will be produced, published and promoted
more widely to the general public.

The following diagram shows the Greenspace Action Plan production process:
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PURWELL MEADOWS GREENSPACE ACTION PLAN (GAP) 2017-2022
GAP Production Process

Consultation will
run from 10

th

October until 7
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Production of
briefing

document and
outline
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12
th

December 2016
Adopted by

NHDC & delivery

21
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Final GAP
Consultation will
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June until 29
th
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briefing
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of draft GAP
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consultation on

draft GAP
Production

of final GAP

Purwell
Meadows

GAP
2017-22

North Herts District Council
Hertfordshire County Council including:

Highways
Rights of Way

Flood Risk Management
Relevant NHDC and HCC Cllrs

Herts Environmental Records Centre
Historic Environment Record

Environment Agency
Upper & Bedford Ouse Catchment Partnership

Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust
Anglian Water

Grazing Tenant
Hitchin Forum

Hitchin Town Centre Initiative
Local Community

Publicity and
promotion

July 2016 commencescompleted
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CONSULTATION FEEDBACK FORM

Thank you for taking the time to read this document. We are keen to receive
feedback from you on our proposals for the Purwell Meadows Local Nature Reserve

Greenspace Action Plan (GAP) 2017-22.

Please write your comments on this form or via email and return using the contact
details below by 9am on Friday 29th July 2016 at the latest.

Name:
Organisation:
Address:
Phone:
Email:
Comments:

Please continue overleaf
FAO Paul Evans
Countryside Management Service Office (Car Park H)
Environment Department
County Hall
Hertford
Herts
SG13 8DN

Email: paul.evans@hertfordshire.gov.uk
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Phone: 01992 556328

mailto:paul.evans@hertfordshire.gov.uk

