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Project vision
Now at the end of its fourth year and moving into our
extension, it’s important to refect on how far we’ve come and
how we will continue delivering the projects’ aims and to
meet the intended outcomes.
We are fortunate to have secured an extension to May 2022,
this will give us the opportunity to engage more people in our
learning and practical conservation activities. Unfortunately,
in 2020, the projects’ activity programme has been negatively
afected by the social restrictions in place throughout the
Covid-19 pandemic. The extension also allows us to expand
and complete our capital works programme building in legacy
beyond the projects end.
Our ultimate vision is to create a more coherent and connected
chalk downland landscape, addressing fragmentation through:

• increasing existing habitats’ size and extent
(in locations where they historically existed)

• improving condition and
• linking areas through creation of corridors,
bufers and stepping stones.
This will improve the long-term viability of species populations,
especially in a changing climate.

“In every walk with nature one receives far
more than he seeks.”
John Muir.
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With such a short period of time to achieve such an ambitious vision it is imperative
that we work in collaboration with other organisations and the public by providing
support, training and resources to ensure the work needed to reach our vision is
continued far beyond the project’s end.
It is recognised that people are losing connection with their natural environment
and with it a lack of understanding and knowledge of the value of their heritage. For
the last four years we’ve been working to use Downland habitats and in particular
chalk grassland as a medium to engage and involve a wide range of audiences.
Chalk grassland is one of Western Europe’s most rich and diverse habitats, providing
an essential home to a wide variety of species unable to survive elsewhere. The
precious patches of chalk grassland that remain are an extremely important part of
our natural heritage and now more than ever there’s an urgent need to expand and
protect it for future generations to enjoy and appreciate.
The three main programmes to meet the project’s main are: Managing,
Learning About, and Accessing the OCND.
Each programme has been developed specifcally to not only ofer new and
exciting activities for those already engaged with their local area but also
attract new audiences.
The covid-19 pandemic has had dramatic efect on how we engage with
the public and our day to day working lives, this is further discussed at the
end of the report
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Management
Land restoration volunteers
Year four saw a drop of over 50% in volunteer days due to the Covid-19
pandemic and the restrictions needed to safeguard the UK population.
Through the support from our partners, Plantlife, Kent Wildlife Trust, Medway
Valley Countryside Partnership, National Trust, local community groups such
as the West Kent Downs Countryside Trust, the OCND traineeships and KCC
voluntary staf time, volunteers still managed to contribute 355 days of work.
The volunteers have been delivering practical conservation work where it is
most needed, carrying out tasks such as clearing scrub, fencing repairs and
pond creation. This is equivalent to over £47,000 contributed in kind.
Throughout the course of the project, volunteers have played a huge part
contributing their time and expertise and looking after our countryside for
wildlife and the people who love it.
Without volunteers, the environmental sector would not be able to protect,
conserve and enhance habitats in such a meaningful way as it does now.
Follow the OCND on Facebook to keep up to date with all our volunteer’s

(Trosley Country Park, Trainee Hannah
health checking goats)

(Volunteers Hannah with Smudge the dog
out flming walking routes to share via
StoryMaps)
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Land management activities
During the last year we have increased our number of capital sites
from 22 to 23.
OCND Capital Works Sites
Despite the pandemic the interest in our
capital grants, connectivity fund and land
management packages has increased. 6
Connectivity Fund Grants were awarded (4
of which were hedgerow grants), in addition
2 Land Management Packages have been
awarded, and we have gained the National
Trust as a new partner.
Birling Estate has completed vast amounts
of works to help secure and improve chalk
downland. They have completed scrub
clearance, installed fencing to increase
grazing and improved footpath access across
the estate.

(Birling estate, stock fencing and
view)

Covid-19 restrictions and inclement weather slowed the delivery of capital
works, but a wide variety of habitat improvement activities were still able to be
completed, including:
• Access improvements along the Pilgrims way to facilitate conservation
grazing
• Scrub clearance on chalk grassland
• Creation of two new ponds
• Stock fencing to enable conservation grazing
• Planting of over 5000 tree saplings to gap up and reconnect existing
hedgerows
This year’s works equates to £137,000
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Much of the habitat improvement works carried out during the OCND project’s
life span will take many years to start showing positive results. Often improvement
works can look harsh to start with and a change in management regimes can take
months or even years to reach the intended outcome.
However, occasionally with the right planning, management, patients, and luck we
get to see transformations such as the pond creation shown in the image below
at Cobham Wood and Mausoleum. Within just eighteen months the area has gone
from overgrown scrub to dug out ditch to a thriving wildlife rich pond. Owned
and managed by the National Trust as woodland pasture, Cobham Wood and
Mausoleum is designated as a Site for Special Scientifc Interest (SSSI) for its veteran
trees and communities of insects which thrive in dead wood. The introduction of a
pond will help to support these established communities of insects.

National Trust land, Cobham Wood pond installation.
Before during and after: 2020 - 2021
6

Land management changes for a future
without plastic
The Old Chalk New Downs project is dedicated to reducing the use of unnecessary
plastics in our environment. After discussions with tree guard providers and looking
at diferent biodegradable options the project opted for biodegradable cardboards
guards. As stated previously the project has funded the planting of over 5,000 trees,
each of these is protected by a biodegradable cardboard tree guard. To read the
full OCND ‘Case study: biodegradable tree guards’, visit the Kent County Council
website
Relatively new to the market, we have taken the decision to monitor and review the
guards efectiveness. While we have not reached the two year mark to be able to
fully review the guards, we have had some in since February 2020 which are holding
up well and have not shown signs of hindering the saplings growth.

(Biodegradable tree guards March 2020 implementation, December 2020 and August 2021
monitoring)

Feedback from some of our contractors has been positive, and we plan to continue
using the biodegradable tree guards for the remainder of the project.

‘having pondered the options the biodegradable
guards’ only downside is the expense of the
guard in comparison to plastic and the extra
cane - labour time-wise I could argue they are
comparable, and net environmentally there is
no competition - bio-card wins hands down.’
Contractor Quote
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Land surveying & monitoring
Due to the Covid-19 restrictions and associated risks the team decided not to
have volunteer help with the seasons’ hedgerow and chalk grassland condition
assessment surveys.
The OCND team conducted chalk grassland condition assessments on 20 units for
11 sites which is an excellent result considering that the work was done during
the Lockdown. All data is being analysed and reports put together and sent to site
managers showing the condition changes.

(Project Manager carrying out chalk grassland condition assessment, Common spotted
orchid and dwarf thistle fowers)

Working with partners, we developed and used a new data capture app for
hedgerows which has proved invaluable as it not only speeds up the process but
also minimises recording disparities between surveyors.
60 hedgerows were surveyed during the summer compared to just 10 surveys in
the previous year. Over 200 hedgerows have also been reassessed through aerial
photography interpretation, ruling them out as either shaws or defunct hedgerows.
The data collected from the surveys will be used to inform landowners of the
condition and importance of their hedgerows and allow the OCND team to advise
on management improvements where needed.

8

.

•
.'
....!..

... ..,
•,,. :: ,.,
... .
.
.:

.

,.
'

~

(Projects Ofcer carrying out hedgerow survey using a tablet at Luddesdown organic
vineyard, survey equipment and screen shot of survey app)

Learning
Student Bursary and Traineeship
No student bursary enquiries were received during the last year which we believe
to be direct impact of the Universities not running as normal or completely closed
during the national lockdowns.
Our conservation traineeship programme which helps graduates to gain a wide
range of skills, has seen one more trainee completing their placement with Kent
County Council’s Country Parks team. Hannah. R. proved to be an exemplary
trainee ftting in with the ranger team straight away and getting stuck into every
opportunity. To fnd out more about Hannah’s time working with the Country Parks
team visit the OCND’s blog page.

(Trainee Hannah holding a brush cutter)

(Trainee Hannah standing in front of Kent
Downs view)

Following the success of these traineeships, a nine-month paid conservation
traineeship position was created and awarded to Hannah Simmons. Hannah started
just two weeks before the frst lockdown but proved to be an asset to the team,
taking working from home and getting to know her colleagues virtually in her
stride. Hannah’s dedication and skill set and productivity was quickly recognised by
our wider team within the Kent County Council and Hannah has gone on to secure
a job as the Graduate Biodiversity Ofcer for KCC Ecological Advice Service. To read
about Hannah’s time with the project read her ‘My Time as a Trainee’ blog on our
websites blog page.

School Seasonal Workshops
Of all the activities and works supported by the OCND project, school workshops
were afected the most by the Covid-19 pandemic. Unfortunately, workshops could
not be delivered even when lockdown restrictions were lifted, as schools navigated
through unprecedented challenges. The OCND Education Pack has continued to be
advertised and is available via the OCND website. The pack was designed by Anna
Outdoors and is full of creative resources and ideas for teachers, practitioners, and
parents, inspired by the North Downs landscape.
50 educational workshops are scheduled for delivery in Year 5 as we move into the
fnal stage of the project. We are working closely with our deliverers and schools
to best support the students and help them to reconnect with the natural world
following the pandemic. We will all be looking forward to a brighter and greener
future.

(Children looking at the valley view through binoculars)
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Promotion, Media
& Training
Face to face promotion was not possible due to the pandemic, blogs continued to
be advertised via Facebook and hosted on our website and have seen a good level
of engagement.
We have continued to see a steady growth in social media engagement with
Facebook and Instagram follower numbers increasing. Facebook followers have
increased from 302 – 446 and page likes from 280 - 375. We have seen a similar
increase in our twitter followers increasing from 468 - 552.
Outdoor First Aid training was the only course delivered during year four due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. Following social distancing restrictions, attendees embraced
the winter chill and the strangeness of a no contact frst aid course.

(Attendees laying in the recovery position)
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Publications
One advantage of lockdown was the ability to
refect and evaluate on aspects of the project.
An article focused on the chalk grassland
condition assessments was written by the
OCND team and published the Kent Field
Club transaction. Below is the article abstract,
for the full paper visit the Kent Field Clubs
website.

{ Kent Field Club
J'tt.uu.u!l1ma,y-1otyOfKfti1

TRANSACTIONS
Volum,ll

(Kent Field Club Transactions
cover page)

Chalk Grassland Condition Assessments: Evaluating the impact of
practical habitat management in the North Downs.
By Jenny Price, William Moreno, Hannah Simmons and Lyndsay Wayman-Rook
Abstract
Condition assessments are vegetation surveys that assess the status of priority
habitats. They can be used to monitor changes in the habitat that may
prove benefcial or detrimental. Old Chalk New Downs (OCND) is a four-year
Heritage Lottery Fund project based in Kent that is funding large- and smallscale habitat improvement work across the North Downs. In order to evaluate
the impact of this work, condition assessments are being carried out on sites
across the project area. The condition assessment methodology records the
presence of positive and negative indicator plant species, as well as features of
the sward composition. Of the 28 sites surveyed, 86% are categorised as being
in unfavourable condition. Condition assessment surveys will be repeated in
2020 and 2021 following habitat work being carried out. The project presents
an opportunity to evaluate the efectiveness of a variety of practical habitat
management methods and their impact on chalk grassland condition. There
are limitations to be faced in a short-term study that is focused on monitoring
habitat change. Support and training for land managers, and a critical
approach to the condition assessment methodology are proposed to maximise
meaningful habitat monitoring.
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Access
Rural crime during lockdown dramatically
increased. Discussions with the Securing
the Landscape Initiative stakeholders
and reports from Kent Police, highlighted
the need for gathering evidence and
providing guidance to landowners is
key when safeguarding the countryside.
Therefore, we commissioned works to
produce a toolkit, which will serve as a
one stop guide for prevention, evidence
gathering and reporting antisocial
activities. For the full toolkit and
supporting report visit our websites blog
page.

SECURINGTHE
LANDSCAPETOOLKIT
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(Securing the landscape toolkit front cover)

Events/walks
The 2020 Walk the Chalk Festival and
all events had to be cancelled due to
social distancing restriction. We decided
to make short flms of some of the
self-guided walks that crisscross our
project area to promote the use of the
trails, highlight some of our work and
encourage people to enjoy the outdoors
during the pandemic. The footage also
allowed people who may not have had
outdoor access or were socially isolating
to see walks and routes and enjoy the
views. To check out the ArcGIS StoryMaps
follow the link https://arcg.is/rKba10
Several walks are planned for summer
2021 and we are thrilled to be able
to walk in nature with other outdoor
enthusiasts once again.

MDC¼
(Walk the chalk poster)
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Challenges and Opportunities
Planning for year four

(Site monitoring, two people looking at chalk grassland)

COVID
As for many other project and organisations, COVID-19 and the lockdowns have
had a detrimental impact on the way we work and deliver our public engagement
events and training. We had no choice but to cancel work at schools and public
engagement events. We were also not able to continue working with our volunteers
on our survey programmes.
Despite this, the OCND team still managed to increase the number of surveys
carried out compared to the previous year. With no events to deliver and social
distancing restricting engagement opportunities it allowed the team to focus on
surveying where social distancing was achievable. Surveys and site monitoring
enable the team to maintain contact with the project sites and project area through
the restriction periods.
The team also spent time writing an article which was published the Kent Field
Clubs Transaction Journal as discussed previously and created short flm ArcGIS
StoryMaps to allow people access to natural world without leaving their home.
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Staf changes
Trainee Hannah proved to be an asset to the team, helping with all aspect of
work and taking the lead on social media and our fxed-point photography
scheme. The ability to take on a paid trainee meant that there were a high
number of applications, giving us an impressive group of applicants to choose
from.
At the end of year four, the Project Manager William Moreno announced he
would be leaving the project in June 2021. With nine months left of delivery
this did raise did pose some challenges, but fortunately the remaining two
team members have stepped up, redefning their roles to cover the remaining
project work. The Project’s Community Engagement Ofcer, Lyndsay WaymanRook is now fulflling the role of Projects Ofcer, incorporating aspects of the
capital works programme and assisting with grant applications. The Habitat
Management Adviser, Jenny Price is stepping up to lead the project as the new
Project Manager.
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Think of the Future
We are committed to making positive changes to the natural environment of
Kent’s beautiful North Downs. With hopes that the Covid-19 pandemic remains
manageable, preventing further restrictions and lockdowns, we aim to continue
expanding our engagement programme. We hope to reinforce our eforts to
connect people with nature and to bring like minded individuals together for the
good of Kent’s North Downs. Only through working together can we protect this
precious landscape for generations to come.
To fnd out More about the Old Chalk New Downs Project visit our website or like us
of Facebook.

‘People siting at Bluebell Hill, looking at valley view’
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