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Writing Borough Biodiversity Action Plans – a brief guide

Introduction & disclaimer…

There is limited up to date guidance available on the production of Local Biodiversity Action Plans. In fact, there are essentially 2 sets of guidance:

· ‘Guidance for Local Biodiversity Action Plans 1-5’, produced by the Local Issues Advisory Group 1997. Available from the DETR Biodiversity Secretariat 0117 9878817.

· ‘Biodiversity Action Plans – Getting Involved at the Local Level’, produced by LWT for the London Biodiversity Partnership 1998. Available from the London Wildlife Trust 020 7261 0447.

However, since the publication of the London Biodiversity Action Plan Volume 2 – ‘The Action’ – there has been little formal, written guidance specific to London boroughs. Some 5 boroughs are yet to begin the action planning process and 9 have published Action Plans. Unfortunately, some local biodiversity partnerships are even operating without the full support of the borough Council. 

There is uncertainty about how borough and London-wide plans will be integrated – and what format borough plans should follow. In the current climate of limited availability of Wildlife Trust, English Nature, Environment Agency and GLA staff for borough partnership meetings, this brief guide will hopefully be useful for Council officers as well as the members of the local biodiversity partnerships they lead.

Borough Biodiversity Action Plans are probably the most effective way of satisfying London (and national) targets.  For example, an action in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan for the stag beetle reads:

‘Encourage appropriate habitat management, including the retention of dead wood, for all sites where the beetle is known to occur.’

In ‘The Action’ there is a related action that states:

‘Identify 50 key sites and install loggeries by 2002.’

However, those working at national level would find it virtually impossible to implement such an action. It is at a local level where such an action can really be addressed. A Borough Biodiversity Action Plan action may then be:

‘Diggers Trust to provide advice to the owner of Little Wood, where a population of the species already exists, and install 2 loggeries in appropriate places. Target date: 2003.’

There is no reason why there shouldn’t be a grander target to meet, but short term, specific actions seem to be the best way to fulfill these targets. 

This guide is aimed mainly at the boroughs that haven’t published Action Plans yet and doesn’t touch on the essential partnership-building elements of biodiversity action planning. It derives from the London Biodiversity Partnership and others’ experience. There was much learned during the production of ‘The Action’ and that is passed on here (not to say that ‘The Action’ is perfect by any means!). This guide is not intended to be rigidly prescriptive – the biodiversity action planning process is a new one and we are all learning all the time. Feedback and criticism is welcomed: please pass comments on to the Project Officer, who can also offer advice on partnership-building.



General considerations before you start…

Which plans are you producing?
It is recommended that species and habitats selected for Borough Biodiversity Action Plans mainly match those in ‘The Action’. Of course, a borough’s priority species and habitats should reflect local distinctiveness or local decline, but on the whole there should be a match. Choose a manageable number of Action Plans to publish at a time – and remember that implementing what you’ve got is probably more important than producing more plans. The London Biodiversity Partnership is learning this the hard way!

Have you concentrated on habitats?
Most species can be conserved through action in the relevant habitat, so the production of countless Species Action Plans is probably not worthwhile. There are exceptions, such as for those species that are closely associated with several priority habitats (e.g. water vole), or not closely associated with any (e.g. peregrine falcon).
Have you identified flagship species? Rather than write an Action Plan for a species, it is often better to use it as a flagship for a habitat. Flagships are used to promote action or raise awareness of general issues. For example the Wildlife Trusts use the badger to ‘sell’ nature conservation though it is not a conservation priority. Flagships should either be easily recognisable to the general public, or have some quirky, media-friendly value. It would be a good idea to identify a small number for each of your habitats and perhaps the partnership as a whole.

Do the partners understand their role? Your biodiversity partnership will provide a means for increasing the number of organisations and individuals actively involved in biodiversity action in London. By setting objectives and targets it will also provide a mechanism for assessing your partnership’s success in achieving biodiversity gain. It is important that you identify overall Lead Partners for each Action Plan, as they will be crucial to ensuring that this new process works.

Lead Partners should be given guidance as to their expected role, which includes:

· Encourage partners and start to implement the listed actions by arranging working group meetings and/or by providing the primary contact point for communication between those implementing the actions. 

· Produce an annual work programme.

· Monitor the implementation of the actions and record details of progress towards completing the actions on a monitoring form. Examples are available from William Moreno, Project Officer.

Each separate action within each Action Plan should also have an agreed lead identified – the single organisation that will be responsible for co-ordinating that action and making sure it takes place. Note that this doesn’t mean they necessarily do the action themselves. Other partners should be identified for each action, though future partners will not be excluded because they are not listed in the published version. It is important to stress that all those listed should be in full agreement before publication. Action Plans are not lobbying documents! 

Who is the plan for?
It is important to define the audience before you start. ‘The Action’ is aimed primarily at practitioners and not the general public, though it is available to anyone who wants it. This will largely be the case for borough plans too. No matter how attractive a plan is, most people simply won’t read it. However, the Action Plans should be easy to understand by your target audience, whatever their background (i.e. not just ecologists). Glossy, awareness-raising content can be saved for an accompanying document, or should result from targeted action specified within individual plans. In other words, have an action in your Gardens plan to produce a leaflet, rather than including wildlife gardening information in the Action Plan itself.

Formats, objectives, actions…

What format will you use?
The London Biodiversity Partnership recommends that boroughs adopt the format used in ‘The Action’. The National format – used by the UK Biodiversity Action Plan – has sections dealing with objectives and actions that are unwieldy and stop you thinking clearly about what needs to be done. Templates for ‘The Action’ format are available from William Moreno – just slot in your text!

What are the advantages of the London format?
The format of ‘The Action’ enables you to think of the links between aims, objectives, actions and targets in a logical, step by step way.

· Actions are set out in chronological order of what needs to be done to achieve specific objectives. It is therefore less easy to duplicate actions.
· Grouping objectives with their actions produces a number of fairly discrete ‘projects’.
· The ‘project’ layout should greatly assist you in inserting local actions for relevant London objectives – and in identifying projects for funding applications.
· Laying out the action in this way actually makes it easier to think of what specific action is needed. No more struggling to fit things into prescriptive and confusing headings (Advisory, International etc.).

· The production of annual work programmes becomes more straightforward, as actions are already in order.

· It will be easier to report and record action, and monitor the success of the plan.

· It should still be straightforward to report progress to national working groups using English Nature’s forthcoming reporting system.

What’s the difference between aims, objectives and actions?
Aims are the overall, long-term aspirations for the plan. They are unlikely to change between versions. E.g.:
‘To develop a strategic approach to the protection, management, creation and restoration of heathland within London.’

Objectives are the specific, measurable and realistic goals for achieving your aims. Try to make them aspirational yet achievable, with a target date. E.g.:

‘To secure appropriate management for all existing heathland sites by 2011.’

Actions are the specific steps needed locally to ensure that the objectives are met. Your actions will be key to the delivery of London-wide and national targets. By making them have the same criteria as objectives (above), it will be easier to monitor the success of the Action Plan. Vague actions that don’t specify how and when things should be done – and by whom – will be difficult or impossible to measure. Each action should contain a clear target, e.g.:

‘Produce best practice habitat management guidelines for heathland and distribute to all site managers by 2003. Lead: English Nature. Other Partners: Heathland Working Group.’
What is an annual work programme?
An annual work programme identifies how each of the actions is to be implemented in more detail than the Action Plan. For example this may be by breaking the action for 2002 into specific elements, each of which need to be undertaken by a specific partner. Most local authorities prefer to have short-term targets and a work programme could derive these – by month if necessary – from the Action Plan targets for that year. Help is available from William Moreno.

What about recording action?
To help measure a plan’s success, Lead Partners should record what action takes place. Example forms for recording actions and assisting monitoring are available from William Moreno. Ideally, records should include information on whether the action has been completed or partially completed, what the outcome was, and any comments that will help the process in the future.

12 steps to implementation…

Below are some of the key steps in producing a Borough Biodiversity Action Plan. However, we stress the importance of the partnership-building process that should precede step 1.

1. Identify priority habitats and species. This may involve public surveys and a review of the borough’s biodiversity resource.

2. Identify which species require Action Plans and which can be covered by habitat action.

3. Consider whether to do an introductory document for the public and/or potential partners, and clarify its purpose.
4. Identify key partners to be involved in production of each plan.
5. For habitats and species that match London-wide priorities, identify the relevant London objectives; i.e. the ones you can contribute to locally.

6. For your local priorities that have no match in the London Biodiversity Action Plan, form your own objectives that are specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and have a target date.

7. Put in the specific, measurable, local action your partners can carry out to meet each objective.
8. Insert additional objectives relevant to your borough if needed – and put actions to these.
9. Establish overall Lead Partners for each plan. Identify leads and other partners for each action, with their consent and understanding of what is involved. 

10. Produce the introductory sections and identify flagship species for each habitat (possibly informed by public survey). List them in the plan.
11. Consult widely and make amendments.
12. Encourage Lead Partners to produce work programmes for the year ahead, once the plan is published. These should be set in an agreed framework for recording action, reporting on successes (and failures!) and reviewing the Action Plans.
London-wide habitat priorities…

· Woodland; Chalk Grassland; Heathland; Wasteland (Round 1, 2001)

· Acid Grassland, Tidal Thames; Canals; Churchyards & Cemeteries; Private Gardens; Parks, Amenity Grasslands & City Squares (Round 2, 2001-2002)

· Reedbeds, Built Environment (Round 3, 2004)

…and Species Action Plans

· Bats; Water Vole; Grey Heron; Peregrine; Sand Martin; Black Redstart; House Sparrow; Stag Beetle; Tower Mustard; Mistletoe; (Round 1, 2001)

· Reptiles; Black Poplar (Round 2, 2002)

Further Information

William Moreno

London Biodiversity Project Officer. c/o London Wildlife Trust, Skyline House, Ground Floor, 200 Union Street, London SE1 0LW
Tel: 020 7803 4277 Fax: 020 7633 0811
Email: wmoreno@wildlondon.org.uk
Website: www.lbp.org.uk
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