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[Dr J Patrick Doody, December 2014, email
jp.doody@ntlworld.com]

Background
Brampton Meadow SSSI lies to the north west of the
village of Brampton in Cambridgeshire (formerly
Huntingdonshire). Figure 01 shows its location in
relation to Brampton Wood and Brampton Racecourse Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). It
covers an area of 0.97 ha. Originally notified as a Site of Special Scientific Interest in 1986, it has
since suffered from the combined effects of road development (A14) and lack of appropriate
management. This note provides a review of the impact on the nature conservation and historical
interest of the site.

Figure 01 Brampton Meadow location map

History and natural history
Aerial photographs dating back to the 1940’s show distinct patterns of ridge and furrow grassland.
These extend beyond the boundary of the present field and it appears the meadow was originally part
of a larger area, assigned to B Robson Esq. in 1772 and part of the Prebendal Manor.
It is of course impossible to say what the meadow would have looked like in Medieval Times.
However, up to 1945, it had a distinctive ridge and furrow topography (Figure 02), partly surviving
today. It seems possible that when the open field cultivation ceased (in response to population
depletion caused by the ‘Black Death’) along with many other field systems the ridges and furrows
reverted to grazing pasture.

Figure 02 Ridge and furrow topography in
the 1940’s, the dotted line represents a
new boundary not present on the
enclosure map of 1772
Brampton Meadow was one of several sites
surveyed as part of a widespread assessment of
the vegetation of lowland hay meadows in
Huntingdonshire. The list of species recorded at
that time (Table 01) was not exceptional.
However, the presence of Quaking-grass (Briza
media), Adder’s Tongue (Ophioglossum
vulgatum), Cowslip (Primula veris), Greenwinged Orchid (Orchis morio) and Meadow
Saxifrage (Saxifraga granulata) all species found
locally in other examples of pasture developed
on ridge and furrow topography, led to the
western section of the site being notified as a Site
of Special Scientific Interest in 1986. [The
nearby Brampton Racecourse SSSI, although
lacking Adder’s Tongue and Meadow Saxifrage,
has similar but more diverse vegetation.] At the
southern end of the site which was still present
TL193719 Ophioglossum vulgatum (1980) and
Poterium sanguisorba (1969) were present.
The “small (1.9ha) species-rich meadow exhibits plant communities of the calcareous clay pasture
type. Grasslands of this type are restricted to the south of the country and are generally declining due
to changes from traditional management practices.” (SSSI citation 1986).

Table 01 Species list recorded in June 1969 by BNK Davies
Alopecurus pratensis
Anthoxanthum odoratum
Anthriscus sylvestris
Arrhenatherum elatius
Briza media
Bromus hordeaceus
Cardamine pratensis
Centaurea nigra
Cerastium fontanum
Cirsium arvense
Conium maculatum
Dactylis glomerata
Dipsacus fullonum
Festuca pratensis
Filipendula ulmaria

Galium verum
Glechoma hederacea
Heracleum sphondylium
Holcus lanatus
Lathyrus pratensis
Leontodon hispidus
Leucanthemum vulgare
Lolium perenne
Lotus corniculatus
Plantago lanceolata
Poa pratensis
Potentilla anserina
P. repens
Primula veris
Prunella vulgaris

Rubus spp.
Rumex obtusifolius
Trifolium pratense
Ranunculus acris
R. repens
Rumex acetosa
Sanguisorba minor ssp. minor
Senecio jacobaea
Taraxacum officinale agg.
Trisetum flavescens
Urtica dioica
Veronica chamaedrys
V. serpyllifolia

Road Development
A new west-east link between the
M1 and A1 emerged as an essential
element of a strategic route,
identified by 1970’s traffic studies,
between the Midlands and the East
Coast Ports by the General
Planning Highways Division of the
Department of Transport.
Following lengthy consultation the
agreed route would include a
section passing through the SSSI,
fragmenting it and taking almost
one quarter of its area. The
construction of the road was thus to
have a considerable impact on the
vegetation and ridge and furrow
topography (Figure 03).

Figure 03 Distribution of
extant ridge and furrow
topography and areas of
species-rich vegetation
surveyed by English Nature
prior to construction in
1991/2. Superimposed is the
location of the road
The communities belonged to two
National Vegetation Classification
Mesotrophic Grassland (MG)
types:
MG 1 sub-communities of Arrhenatherum elatius grassland;
MG 5 sub-communities of Cynosurus cristatus-Centaurea nigra grassland (Rodwell 1992).
Prior to construction in 1991/2, the site retained most of the designated features. A photograph from
June 1988 shows a typical, although not particularly species-rich hay crop (Appendix 01).
Construction was well advanced by February/March 1992, although many features of the site
remained intact (Appendix 02).

Mitigation through translocation
To mitigate the effect of the road, English Nature agreed to the translocation of species-rich turf
affected by the route. Originally, the Department of Transport attempted to purchase land adjacent to
the SSSI to use as a site for the transplanted turf. However, this proved not to be possible and the site
chosen for the transplanted turf was the northern section of the Site of Special Scientific Interest,
which was at that time covered with scrub (Figure 03 above).

Removal of the turf took place along the whole of the route running through the centre of the site in
1992. Figure 04 clearly shows the extent to which this cut across the ridge and furrow topography.

Figure 04 Excavated turf area looking across towards the receptor site, February 1992
Translocation took place in late 1991. All existing vegetation in the receptor site, including all roots
greater than 5mm diameter, were removed and the existing surface remodelled in an attempt to
recreate alignment of ridges and furrows with those in the remainder of the Site of Special Scientific
Interest. The surface levels were at a height such that the laid turves were contiguous with the
remaining SSSI. The surface was compacted and scarified prior to receiving the turves. The turves
were 300mm deep and at least lm square and re-laid within 8 hours of cutting, and in the order they
were cut. An attempt was also made to put them in the position and orientation corresponding on the
new ridge or furrow configuration. Appendix 03 shows a detailed picture of the receptor site.

Vegetation monitoring
Prior to road construction vegetation monitoring took place annually from 1987 by English Nature.
After translocation it was again monitored annually from 1992-1994, by consultants (Chris Blanfod
Associates 1994) to determine changes and gauge the success of the operation. However, a further
survey took place in 1996, which enables an adequate appraisal of the post translocation development
of the vegetation. In summary:
• The translocated turf supported species-poor grassland dominated by False Oatgrass
Arrhenatherum elatius, some Hogweed Heracleum sphondylium, and stands of encroaching
Hemlock Conium maculatum along the western edge with Dewberry Rubus caesius along the
eastern edge. The only herbs to survive in any quantity and were still present were Ladies
Bedstraw Galium verum and Knapweed Centaurea nigra but even these species were much
less common than in the original Site of Special Scientific Interest. Fragments of Salad Burnet
Sanguisorba minor were present in very small quantities;
• The surviving northern SSSI fragment still supported many typical meadow species recorded
in 1994. However, several less common plants, particularly Adder’s-tongue Fern
Ophioglossum vulgatum, Pepper Saxifrage Silam silaus and Upright Brome Bromus erectus
appeared to be absent;

•

•

The southern rabbit-grazed fragment of the original SSSI had species-poor rank grassland
with False Oatgrass. Some herbs were still present in moderate quantity including Common
Ragwort, Knapweed and Ladies Bedstraw. None of the scarcer species recorded in previous
years were located.
“The translocation cannot be regarded as a success since all except one key species had been
lost from the translocated area and this species (Sanguisorba minor) only survives in very
small numbers, It is predicted that it will disappear within a few years. The lack of
management of the remainder of the SSSI had lead to scrub encroachment, the general
deterioration of the floral diversity and the loss or decrease of most of its notable plant
species.” (Chin et al. 1999).

Site management
Historically management appears to have been intermittent. In a baseline report about the site,
Buckingham (1987) recorded that the field had been cut for hay in 1984 and last grazed in the late
l970s by horses and bullocks. She suggested that the lack of regular management might explain the
predominance of plant communities characteristic of this type of situation elsewhere (MGI.
Arrheratherum elatius coarse grassland). She also reported that as far as the owner was aware no
artificial fertiliser has ever been applied to the sward and that the northern half of the field flooded at
least twice a year until the late 1960s. There seems to have been a greater degree of management of
the site since notification. This has followed a pattern of sheep grating in March/April. a hay cut in
late July/August and autumn grazing in September/October again by sheep. It is not certain, however,
that all these activities were carried out in every year.
Prior to the road construction grazing was extant on the site. The photographs from that time show a
close-cropped turf typical of these types of meadows in late winter. It is unclear if this was in
combination with mowing for hay. Since the completion of the link road there has been an increase in
the prominence of coarse grasses such as Hemlock and False Oat-grass Arrhenatherum elatius
grassland with a resultant decrease in meadow herb diversity as described above. In the event, the
cessation of grazing, and the absence of regular cutting to remove invasive herbs and grasses, were
major factors in the failure of vegetation re-creation in the translocation area. Up until recently, the
site has remained unmanaged. Photographs show this area soon after transplantation and again in
2013 (Appendix 04).
It is unclear why there was no follow up treatment, although change of personnel at English Nature
may have been partly responsible. There was an agreement that the Highways Agency would support
management work beyond the two-year period immediately following completion of the road in 1992.
A number of factors came into play, which appears to have resulted in this agreement, being
overlooked by both organisations. In 1991 reorganisation of the Nature Conservancy Council, then the
custodian of Sites of Special Scientific Interest took place. Staff redeployed to the newly established
UK Joint Nature Conservation Committee whilst English Nature employed others. A further
complication appears to be that at the time of reviewing the management options, establishing the
owner of the site proved difficult. The site is also comparatively small and may not have justified a
priority higher than many other larger Sites of Special Scientific Interest at a time of organisational
upheaval.
However, whatever the reason, nothing happened by way of management of the transplanted turves
for several years. The consequences for the vegetation of the surviving areas of the site are clear. Even
in 1996, there had been a major loss of species. The southern section, already affected by damage
from dumping of rubble and garden waste, heavy rabbit grazing and changes to the drainage system
(Chin et al. 1999) was excluded. Although the northern section remains a Site of Special Scientific
Interest, the revised boundary in 1992 excluded the section south of the A14. The remaining site is
0.97ha and incorporates the translocation area.

It seems until new staff (Tom Charman and later Justin Tilley) looked at the paperwork in 2012 no
management took place. In 2012, work began on restoring the vegetation within the Site of Special
Scientific Interest. This included scrub clearance around the perimeter of the site with a cut and bale
operation in 2013. There is a proposal to begin grazing in 2014. In 2013, this appeared to be having a
positive effect and parts of the meadow showed a relatively rich meadow flora (Figure 05). Species
included:
Anthoxanthum odoratum
Anthriscus sylvestris
Arrhenatherum elatius
Centaurea nigra
Cirsium arvense
Conium maculatum
Dactylis glomerata
Dipsacus fullonum
Filipendula ulmaria
Galium verum
Glechoma hederacea
Heracleum sphondylium

Holcus lanatus
Leucanthemum vulgare
Lolium perenne
Lotus corniculatus
Plantago lanceolata
Poa pratensis
Potentilla anserina
P. repens
Primula veris
Prunella vulgaris
Rubus spp.
Ranunculus acris

R. repens
Rumex acetosa
Sanguisorba minor ssp. minor
Senecio jacobaea
Taraxacum officinale agg.
Trisetum flavescens
Urtica dioica
Veronica chamaedrys

Figure 05 Species rich meadow vegetation Brampton Meadow Site of Special Scientific
Interest

The status of the remaining southern section of ridge and furrow grassland in 2013 appeared to have
changed little from that recorded in 1969. However, the visit took place in March, much too early to
identify most meadow plants. Overgrown with Creeping thistle, it retains the ridge and furrow
topography (Figure 06) but has little else to recommend it.

Figure 06 Formerly the southern section of Brampton Meadow SSSI, looking south,
March 2013
[This land, 0.61ha in extent is currently on the market for retail development with a guide price of
£1,300,000.]

Conclusions
This review confirms several things about the site:
• There has been a major loss of habitat as a result of the construction of the A14/M1 link road;
• Attempts to re-create species-rich meadow vegetation through transplantation were
unsuccessful;
• This lack of success was due largely to the lack of follow up management particularly by way
of suppressing the development of rank vegetation, in this case Hemlock;
• Recent reintroduction of grazing (and mowing?) appear to be helping to restore some
elements of the meadow flora;
• This has not, so far, had a positive effect on the translocated vegetation and this may well
remain very poor quality without significant intervention.
It is not possible to evaluate the efficacy of translocation as a means of mitigating habitat loss at this
site due to the lack of follow up management. It is clear, however, that despite there apparently being
mechanisms in place to mitigate some of the damaging effects of road construction, these failed. Part
of this failure lies with the organisation (in this case English nature) responsible for managing and
monitoring restoration. Further investigation may reveal the institutional reasons for this failure.
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Appendix 01 General view northern section, June 1988
At this time of year the ridge and furrow topography was not visible due to the height of the
vegetation.

Appendix 02 General views of the northern and southern sections, March 1992
Brampton Meadow during construction of the A1/M1 link road. See Appendix 03 for detailed
photographs of the translocation site

Appendix 03 Detailed view of the northern receptor site, February 1992

Appendix 04 Detailed view of the translocation site (outlined white), February 1992; March and June 2013

