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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background
Ecological Survey & Assessment Limited (ECOSA) have been contracted by Basingstoke
and Dean Borough Council to prepare an ecological management plan for the grounds of the
Gill Nethercott Centre, Winchester Street, Whitchurch, Hampshire, located at National Grid
Reference (NGR) SU 462 478.

1.2 Site Setting
The Gill Nethercott Centre is located in the Whitchurch Conservation Area, immediately west
of Winchester Street. It is bounded to the north by Whitchurch Silk Mill and the River Test, to
the east by the residential properties on Winchester Street, and to the west and south by
open fields with scattered trees. A side channel of the River test flows south through the site.
The River Test and the fields to the south and west of the site are a designated Site of
Special Scientific Interest, (SSSI).

1.3 Site Proposals

The Gill Nethercott Centre was opened in 2007. It houses Whitchurch library and serves as a
community centre for Whitchurch village. The planning permission for the centre is subject to
the condition that landscape management plan should be produced and approved by the

Local Planning Authority and the Biodiversity Officer. The condition was applied -

“To ensure that due regard is paid to the continuing enhancement and maintenance of
amenity afforded by landscape features of communal public, nature conservation, or historical

significance”.
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2.0 SITE DESCRIPTION

2.1 Whitchurch Community Facility Site
This document refers to the area outlined in red on Map 1, and includes the entire semi-
natural habitat to the east of the stream, and west of the stream to the south of the
Community building.
This area of approximately 1,300m? consists of the stream and associated bankside
vegetation, rough grassland becoming overgrown with scrub, and two small ponds linked to
the stream. There is pedestrian access to the site via a gateway onto the eastern bank, and
onto the western bank via the terrace on the south side of the building. The western bank has
vehicle access via a gate into the Centre car park. There are floor-to-ceiling windows in the
bridge that links the two sections of the centre, giving views to the north and south over the
stream.

2.2 Botanical Communities
A full list of the plants recorded on the site is given in Appendix 1. Summary descriptions of
the dominant plant species on the site are given for each Compartment.

2.3 Protected Species
Field surveys have confirmed the presence of a significant resident population of water vole
Arvicola terrestris. In addition, there is evidence that the site is used as a commuting route by
otter Lutra lutra.

2.4 Site Evaluation

The stream is a tributary of the River Test, which is itself a Site of Special Scientific Interest
(the SSSI citation is given in Appendix 3), and though short in length, shows many
characteristic elements of chalk stream flora and fauna, such as water crowfoot Ranunculus
spp beds and a population of bullheads Cottus gobio. The adjacent terrestrial habitats are
typical of bankside habitat in this area, albeit subject to fairly recent disturbance. Additionally,
the presence of resident water vole, and evidence of occasional use by otter, both protected

species, would indicate that the site is at least of local ecological importance.
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3.0 MANAGEMENT PROPOSALS
3.1 Introduction
This section describes the aims, objectives and practical habitat management requirements
for the management of semi-natural habitats at Whitchurch Community Centre. The
background to the proposed management operations is discussed and measures of
success or failure of habitat management are explored.
3.2 Management Aims
The management aim for this site is:
e To comply with the planning conditions applied on the site.
e To maintain, enhance and interpret the significant ecological features of the site.
3.3 Objectives
The objectives for the management of the site are:

e To promote the development of ecologically appropriate plant communities on the
site.

e To maintain suitable habitat for protected species on the site, in particular water vole
and otter.

e To promote a level of management intervention consistent with the maintenance of
the site’'s ecological features whilst maintaining an acceptable appearance to the
visiting public.

e To develop the value of the site for environmental education.

3.4 Rationale

Given the location of the site in the Test valley, it is logical to take this habitat as a baseline

for the development of an attractive and ecologically diverse feature of the centre.

There are two factors working in favour of the management objectives:

e The presence of a stretch of chalk stream and its associated flora and fauna.
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e The potential to establish a voluntary group to carry out ongoing maintenance

The following factors operate against the management objectives:

e If the site is left unmanaged it will almost certainly develop into a mixed willow and
alder thicket, providing poor visibility from the Centre, and an overall loss of

biodiversity in the stream as the site becomes heavily shaded.

e The apparent high fertility of the soil, leading to rapid plant growth, and a

requirement for regular management effort.

In view of the small size of the site and its high public profile in the village, it is also
important that the site is visually acceptable. This will require regular maintenance. The site
is relatively small, and the management operations recommended fall between standard
conservation measures and horticultural practice. The management approach is aimed to
provide a compromise between the natural ecological development of the site and the need

to promote a well-managed and attractive setting for the Community Centre.

Prescriptions
This section describes the practical habitat management tasks recommended for the site.
The site has been divided into separate compartments based on the habitat management

work to be carried out in each area, (Map 1).

Compartment 1

Existing State
This compartment comprises the whole eastern stream bank to the south of the building. It

is currently thickly overgrown with bramble Rubus fruticosus agg., goat willow Salix caprea,
nettle Urtica dioica, and hedge bindweed Calystegia sepium. Although currently providing
useful wildlife habitat, access to this area is increasingly difficult and, if left unmanaged, it
will progress into a bramble/willow thicket, (Figure 1). This area was previously seeded
with a native wildflower grassland mix. Although some of the sown species have
germinated, they have been overwhelmed by the more vigorous nettle and bramble

probably as a result of the fertility of the soil.

Recommended Management

It is recommended that this area is cleared of its existing vegetation to within 1m of the
stream bank and the area so exposed covered with 100mm of bark mulch. The
compartment is to be planted with whips of osier willow Salix viminalis, of local provenance,

at 0.5m centres. It will be necessary to remove regrowth of nettle and bramble either by
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regular hand weeding or ideally, by spot treatment with glyphosate herbicide. This will
create a dense thicket of native willow that can be selectively coppiced at intervals of two to
four years. Access to this area is to be provided by a 1m wide log-bordered, bark chippings
path, giving access to a viewing platform (or a hide if funds are available), on the eastern
stream bank, with a view of Compartment 2. The intention here is to create a secluded
path giving access to the viewing platform and new pond.

Figure 1 View North of Compartment 1 and Community Facility Building

As the two linked ponds to the west of the stream would require significant regrading in order
to make them suitable for pond-dipping activities, it is recommended that they are retained as
a refuge for water voles and a new pond is created in this compartment. A detailed design
would require further consultation but a possible option would be to install a fibreglass or
polypropylene moulding sufficiently robust to allow the installation of a permanent dipping
platform at its longest side. The most favourable location for a new pond would be at the
southern end of this compartment. As the existing ponds on the western bank have a direct
connected to the stream, it is recommended that the new pond is kept separate, as this will

promote colonisation by amphibians and a wider range of invertebrates.
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3.5.2

Compartment 2

Existing state
This compartment comprises the southern part of the western stream bank, south of the

facility, the linked ponds, and the dense vegetation immediately west of the ponds.
Botanically, this area is dominated by bramble, creeping thistle Cirsium repens, alder
seedlings Alnus glutinosa, great hairy willowherb Epilobium hirsutum, broad leaved dock
Rumex obtusifolius, hemp agrimony Eupatorium cannabinum silverweed Potentilla anserina,

and yarrow Achillea millefolium.

Surveys undertaken indicate that this area shows the highest level of water vole evidence on
the site, and so it is proposed that the management for this compartment prioritises this
species. The two ponds and bank between the ponds and stream show evidence of heavy
use by water voles and this area is considered to offer the best opportunities for “vole

watching” from the opposite bank in Compartment 1, with minimal disturbance.

Recommended Management

The stream bank should be managed to promote a dense, but grass-dominated sward, by the
selective removal of approximately 80% of the herbs species present such as great
willowherb and hemp agrimony. This must be carried out by hand and with a minimum of
disturbance to the bank and soil. The optimum season for this will be March, when the
rootstocks of the dominant herbaceous species are visible and can be readily removed. For
the compartment generally, it will be necessary to remove all alder seedlings by hand in the
initial management phase and then on an annual basis thereafter. This can probably be
carried out most effectively in October, when alder seedlings are readily identifiable. Ideally,
management involving removal of vegetation should be carried out here on no more than two

three occasions each year, to minimise excessive trampling and disturbance.

It should be noted that only a reduction of the thick herbaceous growth is proposed. It is not
necessary or desirable to eradicate these species from the site, as they are ecologically

valuable in their own right, providing abundant nectar sources for invertebrates.

Whilst retaining the two linked ponds largely in their existing state, consideration should be
given here to safety issues. The ponds are steeply banked and deeper than is necessary for
wildlife in general, and water voles in particular. It is recommended that the ponds are
gradually made shallower by the addition of a gravel or flint bed to provide a water depth

range of between 300 and 400mm.

If this compartment is left unmanaged it is likely to become too overgrown for water voles

within the next few years. For this reason the management of this compartment should be
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3.5.3

directed towards the maintenance of a dense but grassy sward that is favoured by these

animals and will also facilitate observation from the bank of Compartment 1.

Figure 2: View south of Compartment 2

Compartment 3

Existing state
This compartment extends from the west of the two ponds to the site boundary with the south

western hedge and the centre car park. The soil is predominantly gravelly and has been
colonised by vigorous species such as great willowherb, hedge bindweed and hemp
agrimony, as elsewhere on the site. However, plant colonisation here is patchy and includes
species such as yellow rattle Rhinanthus minor, salad burnet Sanguisorba minor, wild carrot
Daucus carota, crested dogstail Cynosurus cristatus, black knapweed Centaurea nigra and
dove’s-foot cranesbill Geranium molle. The species here may be derived from the wild flower
mix previously applied.

Recommended Management

The apparent lower fertility in this area lends itself to the enhancement of the existing
grassland to promote a more flower-rich, but still patchy sward. This area will still require
annual hand weeding to remove seedling alder and the more vigorous herbaceous species.
There are two possible alternatives for this area: one option would involve the sowing of a

cornfield annuals mixture, including species such as field poppy Papaver rhoeas and
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cornflower Centaurea cyanus. (Emorsgate Seeds mix EC1 would be suitable’). The
establishment of such a mix would require vigorous scarification of the ground before sowing,
which can be carried out in Autumn or Spring. This type of plant community can be
encouraged to persist by scarification each year in September or October so as to generate a

large percentage of bare gravel suitable for the germination of the cornfield weeds.

An alternative to the establishment of an annual plant community here would be to establish

native grassland perennials within the existing grass tussocks such as:

e Greater knapweed Centaurea scabiosa and

Field scabious Knautia arvensis.

Marjoram Origanum vulgare;

Meadow cranesbill Geranium pratense;

Ox-eye daisy Leucanthemum vulgare
e Agrimony Agrimonia eupatoria; and

e Yarrow Achillea millefolium.

This would entail a similar amount of management effort but could be accomplished with plug

plants or container grown nursery stock, rather than seeding.

If the owner of the adjacent land was in agreement, the long-term maintenance of this area
would benefit from the coppicing of the alders immediately to the south of the site. This would
significantly decrease the shading of Compartment 3, which is not beneficial for the plant
communities and the two ponds of Compartment 2. In addition, it would serve to limit the

amount of alder regeneration on these two compartments, whilst retaining the screen of trees.

Compartment 4

Existing State
This area is dominated by great hairy willowherb, hemp agrimony, sedges Carex spp., and
hedge bindweed.

Recommended Management

The level of maintenance recommended here is much higher than is necessary for the
maintenance of the biodiversity of the site, however, this is considered necessary in view of
the high profile of this area, in full view from the centre’s windows, and the need to maintain

an aesthetically pleasing outlook. This will entail the removal of most of the existing flora,

! source: Emorsgate Seeds, http://wildseed.co.uk/

10
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whilst retaining the tussocks of sedge, and replanting at high density with the following

species:

e Ragged robin Lychnis flos-cuculi;

¢ Water avens Geum rivale;

e Meadow sweet Filipendula ulmaria;

e Greater tussock sedge Carex paniculata; and

e Purple loosestrife Lythrum salicaria.

It is recommended that mature container-grown plants are sourced for the planting here, to
achieve a well-managed appearance in a short timescale. It is important in areas of fertile soil
such as this, to replant thickly so that a minimum of bare ground is left exposed. This will
minimise soil erosion from the bankside and suppress any regeneration of unwanted plant

species here. It may be necessary to spot treat unwanted regrowth with glyphosate herbicide.

Compartment 5

Existing State
This area is dominated by common hogweed Heracleum sphondylium, broad-leaved dock

Rumex obtusifolium, cocksfoot Dactylis glomerata and nettle with hemp agrimony and great
hairy willowherb towards the stream bank. There is a single ornamental planted hawthorn

Crataegus persimilis, approximately in the centre of the compartment.

Recommended Management

Establishing a visually acceptable plant community in this area is complicated by the
requirement of pedestrian access needed to Compartment 1, and the additional factors of
high fertility and partial shading from the building. For this reason it is recommended that this
area is cleared of its existing vegetation to within 1m of the stream bank and this boundary is
demarcated with a log edging. The heavy clay soil here is subject to compaction if trampled
and, as with Compartment 1, it is recommended that this area is mulched with 100mm of bark

chippings.

Given the presence of the ornamental hawthorn, it is recommended that this area is furnished
with a hardwood bench, and the remaining mulched area planted with appropriate native

shrub species including:
e Wild privet Ligustrum vulgare;

e Dogwood Thelycrania sanguinea;

e Spindle Euonymus europaeus; and

11
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e Guelder rose Viburnum opulus.

The shrubs in this area are to be maintained at approximately 1.2m height by regular hard

pruning, ideally on a biennial or triennial basis between December and February.

Figure 3: View South of Compartment 5

The stream bank should be managed to promote a dense, but grass-dominated sward, by the
selective removal of approximately 80% of the herbs species present such as great-hairy
willowherb. This must be carried out by hand and with a minimum of disturbance to the bank
and soil. As this area is in full view of the visiting public, it is recommended that the bankside

vegetation is enhanced with the same species mix recommended for Compartment 4.

An alternative to planting native shrub species would be to establish “naturalistic” ground
cover to suppress unwanted species. If native species are not used for this, it is essential that

the species used are non-invasive within a riparian environment.

Compartment 6

Existing State
This area consists of the bed of the stream and immediately adjacent bank. The stream bed

is predominantly gravelly, with occasional patches of silt. Botanically, it is dominated by fool’s
water cress Apium nodiflorum, with beds of water crowfoot Ranunculus spp., and water
starwort Callitriche spp., all of which are typical of chalk streams. The stream is in a

12
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favourable condition, with a vigorous flow, maintaining open gravel beds and limiting the
areas of silt. The banks, as elsewhere on the site, are dominated by great hairy willowherb,

nettle, and hemp agrimony, (Figures 4 and 5).

Recommended Management

The critical management issue here is to retain sufficient bankside cover for water voles,
whilst preventing the banks from becoming overgrown with tall herbs or colonising shrubs. In
carrying out this management, it is essential that the banks are not significantly damaged, as
any erosion so caused will result in a widening of the stream with a consequent reduction in
flow, and greater silt deposition in the stream bed. For this reason it is important that,
wherever possible, all management of vegetation on the banks is carried out from the stream
bed. Provided the banks are retained intact and erosion is minimised, the stream bed will be

essentially self-managing.

e

i
Figure 4: View South of Stream from Bridge Figure 5: View South of Stream from Centre
Building

Interpretation

It is recommended that a single interpretation board, giving basic details with suitable artwork,
of the predominant wildlife interest of the site, is located close to the centre entrance, ideally
overlooking the stream. Consideration should also be given to the provision of a wipe-clean
white board for visitors to log weekly wildlife sightings. This will serve to encourage active

participation in publicising the wildlife value of the site.

13
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3.6

It is recommended that a water vole viewing area is established in Compartment 1, with a
view of the opposite bank in Compartment 2. This need not be elaborate but would require
the provision of a robust screened platform or hide, located approximately 1m east of the
bank of the stream. The detailed specification of the structure would be dependent on
available funds. It should be noted that, as with all wildlife observation, there is no guarantee
of visible water voles at this location, although there is abundant field evidence of regular use

of this area.

Consideration should also be given to providing an artificial “holt” (a refuge used by an otter)
under the centre, as during site surveys for water vole, regular fresh “spraints” (otter
droppings generally used as territorial markers) have been found under both the bridge and
the building. A suitable artificial holt would consist of a marine plywood box approximately
1.2m x 1.2m x 0.3m, with a sleeping chamber inside. The provision of a suitable refuge here
may encourage sufficient use by otters to justify the installation of a camera feed into the

Centre.

Schedule/Timing of Work

Timings of management operations are indicated in Table 1. It should be noted that this
schedule has been drawn up to minimise the ecological impacts of site operations and to
maximise the survival rate of the planted material. There is some flexibility in the timings of

herbicide treatment.

Table 1: Schedule of Management Operations

Management

Operation

Bank Clearance
by Hand

Herbicide Spot

treatment

Planting of

perennial plants

Sowing/Scarifyin

g of annuals

Willow Coppicing
(every 2-4 years)

Monitoring and Review

14
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The progress of site management on the site should be measured against the following

benchmarks:

o Development of 1m+ of growth of osier thicket in the first growing season after

planting, and mortality <10% in Compartment 1.

e Development of an open and predominantly grassy sward in Compartment 2.

e Development of an open and predominantly grassy sward with established and
flowering plants in Compartment 2: in first year of sowing if a cornfield mix is used or,

second year of sowing if perennial plants are used.

e A 50% to 80% reduction in coverage of great willowherb, bramble, alder regeneration
for the whole site. It should be noted that these species will probably need some

clearance on an annual basis.

Consideration should be given to recording the numbers of sightings of water voles over the
course of each year. Whilst not strictly scientifically valid as a population measure, this may
provide an index of increase or decrease over time, and a broad indication of the success of
management for this species. It is also recommended that a series of “before and after” digital
photographs of the site are taken, to provide an overview of the progress of the management

of the site.

15
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Goat willow

Salix caprea

Garlic mustard

Alliaria petiolata

Great mullein

Verbascum thapsus

Ground elder

Aegopodium podagraria

Ground ivy

Glechoma hederacea

Hazel

Corylus avellana

Hedge bindweed

Calystegia sepium

Hedge woundwort

Stachys sylvatica

Hemp agrimony

Eupatorium cannabinum

Herb robert

Geranium robertianum

vy

Hedera helix

Lesser duckweed

Lemna minor

Meadow buttercup

Ranunculus acris

Monkeyflower Mimulus guttatus
Mugwort Artemisia vulgaris
Nettle Urtica dioica
Nipplewort Lapsana communis

Orange balsam

Impatiens capensis

Pendulous sedge

Carex pendula

Ribwort plantain

Plantago lanceolata

Rosebay willowherb

Chamerion angustifolium

Salad burnet

Sanguisorba minor

Self-heal

Prunella vulgaris

Silverweed

Potentilla anserina

Water crowfoot

Ranunculus spp

Water fern

Azolla filiculoides

Water forget-me -not

Myosotis scorpioides

Water starwort

Callitriche spp

White clover Trifolium repens
Wild carrot Daucus carota
Wood avens Geum urbanum

Yorkshire Fog

Holcus lanatus

Interpretation
The site is botanically unremarkable with the exception of the presence of a section of characteristic

chalk stream. The small size of the site and the high level of dynamism in chalk stream habitats mean
that the overall botanical diversity of the site is rather low. However, given the relative rarity of chalk
stream habitats, and the position of the site as a side stream to the other braided channels in the Test
Valley, most of which has SSSI status, the site makes a valuable contribution to the ecological value
of the SSSI at the wider landscape level. In addition, both backwaters and side channels are of very

high ecological value in providing refuges in case of catastrophic events in the main river channels,

21
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such as pollution incidents.

22
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Appendix 2 Protected Species and the Law

Water Vole and Otter
In England, the water vole and otter are fully protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981

(as amended) through inclusion under Schedule 5.

These legislative instruments make it illegal to carry out the following activities:

1. intentionally take, injure or kill a water vole or otter;

2. possess or control a live or dead water vole or otter, or a part or derivative);

3. damage, destroy, obstruct access to any structure or place used by water voles or otters
for shelter or protection;

4.  disturb a water vole or otter occupying such a structure or place;
selling, offering for sale, possessing or transporting for the purpose of sale (live or dead
water voles or otters or parts or derivatives) and advertising for buying or selling such

things.

23
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Appendix 3 Test Valley Site of Special Scientific Interest Citation
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