
 

 

Principles for a Species Recovery Framework for 
England 
 

Introduction 

Back from the Brink (BftB) was a joint species recovery programme for England that brought 
together over 100 organisations, led by Natural England and the seven NGOs1 that comprise 
Rethink Nature. The programme ran from April 2017 to February 2022. As well as aiming to 
secure improved conservation status for over 200 target species, the intention has been to 
leave a legacy of more effective collaboration across the conservation sector and beyond. 

The conservation sector – inside and outside government – has a strong tradition of working 
together and adding value to each other’s efforts and resources, based on a broadly shared 
view of the priority challenges we face. The long-running Species Recovery Programme by 
Natural England, amongst other initiatives, is an important example of this. Back from the 
Brink was set up to help consolidate that tradition, by learning together how we can 
collaborate even more effectively and put people at the heart of species recovery. While that 
broadly shared view exists, our effectiveness in addressing these challenges could be 
improved by a shared framework underpinning collaboration. 

To help drive the sustained recovery of our species, and support policy and legislative 
opportunities such as the Environment Act and new Environmental Land Management 
Schemes, the Back from the Brink partner organisations have supported stakeholders 
nationally by offering lessons learnt and recommendations from the Programme’s work. This 
takes the form of a framework for collaboration which can be developed further, owned and 
used by the whole sector going forward.  

This final BftB Programme version of the Framework sets out a series of shared principles 
which Back from the Brink has worked to, and develops these under five headings. There 
could be more headings to be explored in future versions (including funding needs, for 
example) but these are the ones that BftB has sought to develop and get wider inputs on. 
This draft has benefitted from consultations with delivery partners and stakeholders as well 
as feedback from the BftB final conference Rising to the Challenge: A Framework for Species 
Recovery on 28th October 2021.  

This document proposes a series of Species Recovery principles including: 

• Priority-setting 
• Measuring species recovery success 
• Delivering species recovery through available mechanisms 
• Species recovery data management 
• Widening participation 

   

 
1 Amphibian and Reptile Conservation, Bat Conservation Trust, Buglife, Bumblebee Conservation Trust, Butterfly 
Conservation, Plantlife and RSPB. Back from the Brink is funded by National Lottery, People’s Postcode Lottery, Esmée 
Fairburn Foundation and several other trusts as well as the partners themselves. 

https://naturebftb.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLO_90aFp4JXGA5DBjClrmEFw49LzffTV_
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLO_90aFp4JXGA5DBjClrmEFw49LzffTV_


 

 

1: Setting priorities for species recovery 
 
Rationale 

Resources need to be directed to where they can have optimal impact, which in practice 
means agreeing priority species and establishing a rationale for allocating resources in 
particular ways. In England, the c.1000-strong Section 41 list2 of species has served this 
purpose but is deficient in several respects (see principles below). The approaches to priority 
listing currently differ across the four UK countries3 and the Framework aims to support a 
more consistent approach. 
 
The broad approach of the 25 Year Environment Plan is to give priority to species in England 
that are threatened either globally or in the UK, or those that are internationally significant; 
and to improve the overall status of declining species groups, such as butterflies and other 
pollinating insects, birds, bats and wildflowers. Long term, there will be a need to review and 
refresh the priority list. Species that are currently more common but declining rapidly are less 
well covered and we need a clear basis for addressing this, for example to inform 
interventions under ELMS.4  

Back from the Brink adopted Section 41 as an agreed list of priority species from which to 
select species for action. In practice, selecting around 100 primary focus species, including 12 
for bespoke single-species projects, inevitably involved a degree of subjective or pragmatic 
considerations, negotiations and compromises. The seven BftB integrated projects enabled us 
to test approaches to multi-taxon delivery, such as biodiversity auditing (see Case Study 1). 

 

Principles 

• Species prioritisation requires a science-led risk assessment process that lists the species 
that require assistance. For the short term, cross-sectoral agreement on criteria5 or 
weighting would help establish accurately and comprehensively the species to be given 
greatest urgency and/or resourcing.  

• We need a common system of species recovery priorities across the sector that gives 
appropriate weight to threat level, urgency and spatial scale (global, UK, England, local), 
characterised by: 
o Sensitivity to changing status/improved information 
o Ease of review and amendment 
o Applicability at various spatial scales above and below England/UK 
o Value in determining spatial (locational/habitat) priorities 
o Effectiveness of application through delivery mechanisms eg protected areas, Nature 

Recovery Network/Local Nature Recovery Strategies, ELMS 
o Feasibility of recovery in view of assessed impact of climate change. 

 
2 Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 
3 Section 7 of the Environment (Wales) Act 2016, Section 2(4) of the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004, 
and Section 3(1) of the Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011.  
4 Environmental Land Management Scheme 
5 Suggestions include consideration of whether the ecosystem service value of a species (e.g. pollinators, apex predators, 

keystone or indicator species) should factor; the need to address common threats (e.g. a well designed ELMS could fix the 

problems for many widespread declining species); and the urgency and feasibility of acting for the species (including in the 

face of climate change). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-land-management-schemes-overview


 

 

• Robust and consistent processes for incorporating species priorities into spatial strategies 
and plans such as Local Nature Recovery Strategies, management plans for National Parks 
and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 

• Pragmatic evidence-based solutions to addressing the large number of priority species, 
such as: use of proxies to deliver assemblage-level benefits, optimising combined targets 
for species assemblages, as well as a single-species focus where bespoke measures are 
required. 

• Biodiversity auditing techniques should be developed to support multi-taxon 
conservation delivery at both regional (ideally ecologically-coherent character areas) and 
management unit (eg nature reserve) scale.  

 

 
Case study 1: Biodiversity auditing in the  

Cotswolds’ limestone grassland. 
 

 
Figure 1: Rock-rose Pot Beetle habitat in the Cotswolds. Photo: Alex Hyde 

 
The Cotswolds is a landscape of national importance due to its unimproved limestone 
grasslands. In the 1930s approximately 40% of the Cotswolds was covered by this type of 
grassland, but now the remaining 3,000 ha covers just 1.5% of the area. The remaining 
areas of unimproved limestone grassland are now home to nationally rare species including 
Pasqueflower, Greater Horseshoe Bat and Duke of Burgundy. 
 
The Limestone’s Living Legacies project aimed to reverse the fortunes of 15 primary target 
species within the Cotswolds. Targeted management was carried out at 31 sites including 
scrub and ruderal removal, scrape creation, butterfly larval foodplant planting and livestock 
management, and advice given to landowners and managers of 49 sites. 

https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Pasqueflower-Pulsatilla-vulgaris.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Species-info-sheet-for-greater-horseshoe-bat-FINAL.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/projects/limestones-living-legacies/


 

 

 
Butterfly Conservation led this project working closely with Bat Conservation Trust, 
Buglife, Bumblebee Conservation Trust, Plantlife, National Trust, Natural England, 
Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust, Butterfly Conservation Gloucestershire Branch, Cotswolds 
National Landscape (previously Cotswolds AONB), Stroud Valleys Project and the Royal 
Agricultural University. 
 

Auditing species hotspots 
 

In order to inform decisions on priority species, locations, habitat types and management 
choices, and how to resolve potentially conflicting needs of different species, some kind of 
auditing approach was needed. However, the main auditing guidelines available for AoNB 
management are the Cotswolds AONB Landscape Strategy and Guidelines. These focus on 
landscape characteristics and do not examine species composition in any depth. An initial 
exercise suggested that future actions for the rare limestone grassland based on this tool 
would lead to highly inappropriate management decisions. 
 
For this project, partners used Local Record Centre and other data to see how records 
aggregated into biodiversity hotspots, with a view to developing an auditing tool better 
tuned to species evaluation. 
 
Butterfly data proved very good proxy for the wider limestone grassland assemblage, while 
different butterfly species were useful for discerning nuanced habitat characteristics such 
as sward height and aspect. The process relied heavily on the high level of general natural 
history skills of project staff, which was crucial to multi-taxon delivery, as well as long-
standing local knowledge of local naturalists. 
 
21 target species have been surveyed for over the life of the project including all 15 
primary species and 6 secondary species. Approximately 348 surveys were carried out by 
147 survey volunteers with an additional 118 surveys carried out by the project officers 
and Back from the Brink national partners. 
 
We now have a far better idea of the current status of these species in Cotswolds, for 
example Rugged Oil Beetle surveys added 12 new sites to the list of where this species 
occurs in the Cotswolds AONB and identified a further 3 sites outside the AONB 
boundary. These surveys have also allowed us to show the distribution of this species 
within a site – enabling us to understand which parts of a site are important for Rugged Oil 
Beetles and communicate this to the site managers. Our surveys have also added to our 
understanding of this species’ habitat requirements as well as identifying questions for 
further research. 
 
Surveys for the Rock-rose Pot Beetle found the beetle to still be present on a site where it 
was thought to have gone extinct, having not been found in 35 years. These surveys also 
highlighted one site as likely being the best site for Rock-rose Pot Beetles in the UK. 
 
This project demonstrates that having a list of priorities at national level can inform choices 
at local level, but additional processes are needed to link national priorities with local 
delivery choices. 

 

https://butterfly-conservation.org/
https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/00SxClYrYuXZ4EqfGgS52/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/ROB-Species-Info-Sheet-FINAL.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/RRPB-Species-Info-Sheet-FINAL.pdf


 

 

2: Success measures for species recovery 

Rationale 

It is important to set defined outcomes for species recovery, and to monitor and report 
progress toward those outcomes. We do this consistently for other areas of conservation e.g. 
area of habitat restored, but less so for species. Species recovery may take a very long time 
and it may be impossible to measure a change over short-term project timescales. Activity is 
therefore often targeted at improving the conservation prospects of a species. Examples 
include increasing our understanding of its ecology, or increasing the area occupied by the 
species (intrinsic factors); or increasing awareness, enhancing habitat, or securing policy 
change (extrinsic factors). In such cases, recording progression through a recovery process 
and assessing improved prospects as a result of the activities undertaken may be more 
instructive.  
 
Given that for some species there is no realistic likelihood of full restoration to previous 
levels, we have to set ambitious targets for what recovery can mean in practice. Targets for 
reducing extinction risk are a minimum goal and cannot be seen as a measure of real success 
unless they are accompanied by targets for recovery beyond merely avoiding extinction. The 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species 
was established to assess the global risk of extinction of a species. This has been further 
developed to include classifiers of conservation success with a new set of metrics – Green 
Status. This considers the extent to which a species is present, viable and performing its 
ecological function in all parts of the range, and is therefore more focussed on measuring and 
supporting species recovery. 
 
The two main types of approach in use at present are those that measure progress along a 
recovery process (especially the Species Recovery Curve (SRC) approach6) and those that 
measure actual conservation status based on ecological and demographic data. Back from the 
Brink commissioned BftB partner Amphibian and Reptile Conservation to convene a series of 
workshops and studies aimed at better relating recovery progress to conservation status: see 
Measuring Success: What Does Species Recovery Look Like?7. A follow-up study, Measuring 
Success – a trial of different approaches to species recovery8 was carried out by Footprint 
Ecology, and assessed the utility of IUCN Green Listing, Species Recovery Curves and 
Conservation Status Assessment as applied retrospectively to a small set of Back from the 
Brink species.  

We recommend combining an assessment of recovery prospects using Species Recovery 
Curves with an appropriate outcome measure to determine range-level recovery success. 
Linking the two could be achieved through project-scale target-setting that allowed a 
reasonable projection of the outcome. We would not recommend Green Listing or 

 
6 Species Recovery Curves were developed by the RSPB and adopted in a modified form by Natural England. 
Both use notional or actual scales such as population size at the X-axis and time at the Y-axis, with a curve 
tracing past (actual) population and future idealised/projected population. Points along the curve mark activity 
milestones such as initial status assessment, autecological understanding, solution testing and roll-out, 
sustainable management and ‘recovery’. 
7 Pheasey, H & Foster, J (2021). Measuring Success: What Does Species Recovery Look Like? Unpublished report 
to the Back From The Brink programme. Amphibian and Reptile Conservation Trust, Bournemouth. 
8 Lake, S., Saunders, P. & Liley, D. (2021). Measures of success: a trial of different approaches to measure 
species recovery using Back from the Brink case studies. Unpublished report by Footprint Ecology for the Back 
from the Brink partnership. 

https://www.iucn.org/commissions/species-survival-commission/resources/iucn-green-status-species
https://www.iucn.org/commissions/species-survival-commission/resources/iucn-green-status-species
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Measuring-Success-what-does-species-recovery-look-like.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Measuring-success-a-trial-of-different-approaches-to-measuring-species-recovery.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Measuring-success-a-trial-of-different-approaches-to-measuring-species-recovery.pdf


 

 

Conservation Status Assessment for short-term, local project use but would look to 
standardise their use for national or whole-range assessment.  

However, to gain greater sectoral confidence in IUCN Green List scoring and Conservation 
Status Assessment we need to clarify and standardise guidance, for example on applying 
them at sub-national/part-range scales and establishing simpler approaches to derive 
workable scores, such as by making more educated assumptions, short-cutting some of the 
issues of ecological understanding and data deficiency.  

The ideal goal is for a species to not only recover to a target level, but for its range and 
population to be self-sustaining from that point into the future: the Red Kite is an example. 
Many species can only foreseeably recover to a point where their ability to sustain their 
populations depends on a supportive and stable land-use regime, which is itself dependent on 
a conducive policy and funding framework. The fact that there are currently few land-use 
affected species that have reached a satisfactory status to provide examples attests to the 
vulnerability of a large number of species to land-used engendered decline. However, any 
future recovery of farmland species such as Lapwing or Linnet will fall into this category. 
Many more species, for example the Bittern, may reach the point where they have recovered, 
subject to continued, perpetual targeted conservation intervention, such as management of 
particular habitat mosaics in nature reserves. A framework for defining the desired end-state 
in such a way that defines ‘recovery’ in these different circumstances is key to planning 
recovery programmes. The updated version of the Species Recovery Curve recently adopted 
by the RSPB represents these three ‘tails’ graphically (fig. 2).  
 

 

 
Figure 2: RSPB Species Recovery Curve with three ‘tails’ indicating three foreseeably achievable 
recovery states. Stages along the curve are divided into Diagnosis, Trial Management and Recovery, 
each with defined subdivisions. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Principles 
 
Species recovery measures should ideally meet the following criteria:  

• applicability across taxa 
• applicability across spatial scales 
• suitability for use over typical project timescales but also able to inform longer term 

direction 
• ease of use including with low levels of data, for example based on expert opinion 
• demonstrating and measuring success of both activities and outcomes  
• focus efforts on the recovery goal  
• compatibility of measures used for different interventions covering the same species 

 

A Back from the Brink Discussion Paper on Species Recovery Success Measures may be found here. 

 

 
Case study 2:  

Improving the prospects of the Northern Dune Tiger Beetle 
 

 
Figure 3: Northern Dune Tiger Beetle. Photo: Alex Hyde 

 
Gems in the Dunes aimed to directly help six key sand dune specialist species and benefit 
many others on the Sefton Coast. The broad habitat conditions that natterjack toads and 
sand lizards require are shared with other s41 species including the rare liverwort, 
petalwort, and the northern dune tiger beetle. Coastal dunes are especially vulnerable 
habitats. The natural processes which would normally create mobility in dune systems are 
often thwarted by insufficient or inappropriate management and nutrient enrichment.  
 

https://naturebftb.co.uk/downloads-category/discussion-papers/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/projects/gems-in-the-dunes/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Natterjack-Toad-species-information-guide-19.05.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Sand-Lizard-species-information-guide-19.05.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Petalwort-species-information-guide.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Northern-Dune-Tiger-Beetle-species-information-guide-19.05.pdf


 

 

Working with landowners across the coast, habitat for sand-loving species was improved 
by carrying out large-scale works with machinery, to remove invasive scrub and reduce 
dense dune vegetation creating areas of open bare sand. Volunteers mirrored this activity 
on a smaller more localised scale.  
 
Amphibian & Reptile Conservation Trust led this project in partnership with Sefton Council 
(Green Sefton), Natural England, Lancashire Wildlife Trust, National Trust, Reserve Forces’ 
& Cadets’ Association, Network Rail, Golf Clubs (Formby Ladies’, Southport & Ainsdale, 
Hesketh, Hillside), Merseyside Biobank (Local Environmental Records Centre), The 
Atkinson Museum (Southport). Plantlife and Buglife also provided helpful support during 
the project. 
 

Assessing Recovery Prospects 
 
17 patches of the invasive scrub Japanese rose (Rosa rugosa) measuring a total of 
approximately 1700m2 were identified for removal on two adjacent sites, Altcar Training 
Camp and Cabin Hill National Nature Reserve (NNR). The area of work was a 600m stretch 
of fixed / semi-fixed sand dune which received very little disturbance; bare sand was 
infrequent and confined to the frontal embryo dunes, two sandy vehicle tracks on either 
side of the boundary and the occasional footpath.  
 
In the summer of 2017, abundance and distribution values for northern dune tiger beetles 
were recorded at both sites, where they were confined to two sandy vehicle tracks and the 
embryo dunes: 

• Altcar: 14 individuals recorded, four 100m grid squares, one 1km grid square  
• Cabin Hill: 12 individuals, four 100m grid squares, one 1km grid square. 

In January 2018, the 17 areas of Japanese rose were removed by mechanical excavation, 
creating large areas of bare sand. In addition, a further 16 sand patches were created on 
Altcar Training Camp on southerly facing dune slopes. In total 7,415m2 (approx. 25% of the 
area) of bare sand was created. 
 
Northern dune tiger beetles were subsequently found on most of the newly created sand 
patches, indicating that the species was able to quickly colonise restored habitat. A total of 
130 individuals was found across the two sites: 

• Altcar: 91 individuals, 10 100m grid squares, 1 1km grid square 
• Cabin Hill: 39 individuals, 7 100m grid squares, 1 1km grid square 

This took the beetle’s Species Recovery Curve score at the local level from 2 (Biological 
Status Assessment Exists) to 7 (Best Approach Adopted). This assessment accompanied 
formal recording of nationally agreed actions and narrative reporting to the effect that 
“habitat management has improved condition of the two sites for Northern dune tiger 
beetle, and the species has responded by an increase in abundance and distribution. The 
species now has better prospects because of an increase in population size and extent 
(intrinsic factors), and increased awareness among landowners and advisors over the 
trialled methods that could help maintain populations in future (extrinsic factors).” 
 
This project is an example of how species recovery measures have been used to describe 
and evaluate the future prospects of a species, over a typical project timescale. 
 

https://www.arc-trust.org/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Creating-and-maintaining-bare-sand-patches-habitat-management-guide-19.05.pdf


 

 

3: Mechanisms for delivering species recovery 

Rationale 

Self-evidently,  species decline and its causes should be prevented in the first place and if it 
occurs, the underlying causes should be modified so that recovery is sustainable in the long 
term. Deploying a wide range of mechanisms coherently is the best way to ensure this, and 
this needs long-term commitment and consistency of funding and policy support. 

Species Recovery has often been seen as a separate, specialist field within biodiversity 
conservation, with its own programmes and funding. Activities that are defined spatially 
(location) or functionally (protective designation, habitat, land-use) have not always delivered 
species recovery effectively or to the required extent. There are even examples of these 
being counter-productive (e.g. tree planting/regeneration on grasslands with a diverse and 
characteristic flora and fauna). Designing such schemes with defined species outcomes from 
the start represents a huge opportunity to deliver much more nature gain for the investment 
provided. In this way species recovery could be a measure of success for such investment.  

Systematically addressing the pressures and threats to biodiversity is key to addressing the 
sheer number of threatened species, especially those widespread species in sharp decline. 
Removing pressures and threats is not always possible, but action to manage and mitigate 
them can be taken. 

The first principle, below, that species outcomes are an essential measure of success, should 
serve as a unifying principle across otherwise disparate categories and types of designation. It 
should also enable the necessary integration of species recovery into spatially-focused 
strategies and plans such as Local Nature Recovery Strategies, Green Infrastructure strategies 
and National Park and Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty management plans.  

Many activities have biodiversity conservation as a secondary goal or by-product, notably 
food production and other farm-based activities that incorporate public funding for 
conservation; or coastal flood risk investment that leads to the creation of new habitat. By 
better integrating species outcomes into guidance and criteria for initiatives such as new 
Environmental Land Management Schemes there is an opportunity to harness these activities 
to contribute significantly to national priorities for species recovery.  

It is essential to ensure that the technical advice available to support, for example, farm-level 
decisions or spatial planning adequately reflects relevant species priorities and opportunities. 
At the same time, bespoke projects that focus resources onto highly targeted actions for 
individual species or assemblages remain vital, especially for urgent cases and for species that 
are highly specialised whose needs would not normally be met in any other way.  

Furthermore, recovery will always be subject to new threat factors, in particular future 
climate effects. Species’ ability to adapt through population movements, and techniques 
available to facilitate this will be an increasingly important aspect of feasibility planning. 
Landscape-scale interventions and ‘wilder’ management options are likely to play an 
important role. 
 

  



 

 

Principles  

• For activities where biodiversity is a primary objective, in particular protected species 
and protected area mechanisms, the recovery of all relevant species should be an 
essential measure of success. Species recovery is not limited to bespoke, focussed 
projects and activities, rather it should be adopted as a goal of any activity that 
directly or indirectly delivers significant biodiversity outcomes, in keeping with the 
principle9 that: 

“…there is no surrogate metric that can reliably assess conservation success or failure 
without knowing what is happening to populations of plants and animals in the landscape.” 

• For policies and delivery mechanisms in which biodiversity is a secondary or shared 
objective or a by-product, the aim should be to integrate relevant outcomes and 
objectives for species which are appropriately supported and reported on.  

 

 
Case study 3:  

Grey Long-eared Bats in the farmed landscape 
 

 
Figure 4: Grey Long-eared Bat. Photo: Neil Aldridge 

 
The Grey Long-eared Bat is one of the UK’s rarest mammals and appears to be declining in 
England. Research carried out prior to the project (including radio-tracking and ecological 
niche modelling) suggests that this species forages up to 5km from the maternity roost and 
has a strong preference for foraging over unimproved grassland (lowland meadows and 
marshes), riparian habitats and on the edges of broadleaved woodland.  

 
9 Lawton, J. (2010) Making Space for Nature. Report to DEFRA 

https://naturebftb.co.uk/projects/grey-long-eared-bat/


 

 

 
In the farmed landscape, bats were most likely to use field margins, hedgerows and 
scattered trees. It was critical to engage with landowners within 5km sustenance zones of 
key maternity roosts, to establish habitat management for grey long-eared bats, exploring 
agri-environment scheme options that would be of benefit. 
 
This project was led by the Bat Conservation Trust in partnership with landowners, Avon 
Valley Project, Devon Bat Group, Devon Greater Horseshoe Bat Project, East Devon 
AONB, Other local Bat Groups and Volunteers, Forest and Beach, Singing Paddles, Natural 
England, Sibelco (mineral company), Aggregate Industries (mineral company), Dorset 
Wildlife Trust, Dorset AONB, Teignbridge Council, South Devon AONB, South Devon 
Facilitation Fund, Hanson. 

 
Agri-environment limitations and opportunities 

 
Over the project’s lifetime 213 landowners and land managers were engaged regarding the 
grey long-eared bat and its habitat requirements. Provisions were made to ensure 
availability of high-quality foraging habitat (primarily unimproved grassland) through advice 
on Countryside Stewardship applications, assistance with grassland restoration (advice and 
overseeding) and general habitat management guidance. This was carried out throughout 
the project area, including 5km sustenance zones around five known roosts, along and 
close to least-cost paths (i.e. the easiest route through the landscape for foraging and 
mobility) and close to other known records.  
 
The project created, enhanced or restored over 80 ha of habitat (primarily unimproved 
grassland) using overseeding and/or changes in management. This was often on land 
unsuitable for Countryside Stewardship, either because the small scale of parcels/holdings 
or due to the inadequacy of the prescription options for this species. 
 
Advisors found that grassland restoration does not fit effectively into mid-tier stewardship 
schemes. This was a barrier to many landowners who may have been willing to make 
improvements if grassland restoration had been an option in mid-tier stewardship. 
Therefore the vast majority of grassland restoration carried out under the project was at 
the landowner’s/manager’s own expense and time. 
 
Linking payments to management options based on priority species real needs, as assessed 
by research and expert opinion, and being able to flex generic prescriptions accordingly, 
would enable more landowners to deliver highly targeted interventions. 
 

 

  

https://www.bats.org.uk/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Grey-Long-eared-bat-project-Craig-Dunton.pdf


 

 

4: Biological Data management for species recovery 

Rationale 

Fundamental to building confidence in species recovery interventions is the ability to 
monitor, evaluate and report success, all of which is data-dependent.  

Whilst lack of monitoring and baseline data (and the imbalance between taxa) is a significant 
issue, there will be a finite limit on the resources available for species recovery. Therefore, we 
have to find a balance between gathering data and commissioning informed actions for 
species recovery based on best available evidence. However, for some taxon groups such as 
lichens, data gaps, for example basic distribution data at national scale, are a serious 
handicap. 

Issues relating to data-deficiency include: 

• For certain taxa, historical data is often lacking; or there are differing opinions on 
historic range, affecting reintroduction criteria 

• Lack of both data and specialist expertise available to form opinion; and having 
flexible methods for taking that opinion on board to inform early action 

• Confidence in using action (“getting on with it”) to also facilitate data-gathering (vs. 
data gathering before action) 

• Comparability of recorder effort is lacking, undermining data quality 

Data deficiency is sometimes due to data having been gathered to a high standard but not 
shared or curated in a way that makes it easily accessed and used subsequently. The reasons 
for this are many and include incompatibility of data systems, perceived sensitivities, control, 
ownership, charging and licencing.  

The sector should work together to address shared issues in assessing recovery of and 
setting targets for poorly understood and low-data species. The underlying issues might 
include how to deal with uncertainty; lack of trained recorders to gather data; lack of 
ecological knowledge. Shared solutions could include initiatives to generate volunteer 
interest in poorly known species; commissioning of research that could address knowledge 
gaps (e.g. airborne eDNA may be useful for a range of species). 

While data poverty can be a serious barrier to accurately determining priorities and planning 
actions, there are often circumstances where good natural history knowledge or taxon 
expertise is a sufficient basis for taking action. Developing future generations of natural 
historians and passing on acquired expertise is a strategic priority. 

The National Biodiversity Network and Local Record Centres are a shared resource for a 
sector that works largely through individual organisations’ projects and programmes, or 
bespoke partnerships. For many taxon groups, suppliers of data are often individuals working 
in amateur, academic, or specialist professional capacities unattached to statutory or NGO 
conservation organisations who are the main users of their data.  

 

 

 

 

https://nbn.org.uk/
https://www.alerc.org.uk/


 

 

Principles 

• Data strategies should ensure that data gathered and stored across the sector is 
appropriate for the purposes of monitoring, evaluating and reporting success at both 
project level and nationally over time. 

• The data held across the conservation sector should, where at all possible, be regarded as 
open access,10 or at least FAIR (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, Re-useable).  

• Some streamlining and investment in shared data networks is required to support: 
o Periodic reviews of priority lists such as (currently) section 41 species in England 
o Addressing gaps in baseline data  
o Measuring progress and evaluation  
o Passing on status information between successive programmes of work 
o Using data to support spatial conservation planning  

• Data recording, management and sharing systems need to be standardised across taxa 
where possible and appropriate and fully compatible across the UK, if not shared at UK 
level, and should fit within recognised international systems. 

• Investment in the people (very often volunteers) and systems behind the data is crucial to 
achieving the data availability and open access needed for species recovery projects. 

• Consistent protocols on what is appropriate to measure are lacking for certain taxa: e.g. 
seedbank or above-ground plants? Invertebrates at which stage of their life-cycle? 

• Baselining and other data and information gathering, including autecological research, 
may be an important part of guaranteeing effectiveness of funders’ investments. 

 
Case study 4:  

Working with Local Record Centres in Dorset’s Heathland Heart 
 

 

 
10 See https://www.library.yorku.ca for a definition 

Figure 5: Purbeck Mason Wasp habitat, Dorset. Photo: Alex Hyde 

 

https://www.library.yorku.ca/web/open/overview/open-data/


 

 

The Dorset heaths are renowned for being one of the most wildlife-rich areas in the UK. 
Despite huge losses over the last two centuries, considerable heathland blocks remain, 
most of which are managed for wildlife. In the past, the subsistence lifestyle of local 
communities ensured a huge diversity of small-scale disturbance, from rutted tracks to 
small scale quarries, heavily poached pool edges and cut-over wet heath. These 
“microhabitats” had not been maintained through modern conservation management but 
they are essential for many species reliant on open, early successional conditions.  
 
The Dorset’s Heathland Heart project aimed to reverse the fortunes of 19 priority species 
dependent on early successional heathland microhabitats by direct intervention such as 
mechanical scrape creation, pond re-profiling, targeted felling and scrub removal, 
prescribed burning, deliberate track-rutting and turf-paring on 13 sites. Well over 400 
patches of microhabitat were successfully created or restored. Management advice has 
been provided and maintenance plans agreed to help safeguard the future of the primary 
project species, plus a suite of other secondary species.  
 
Surveys have revealed that populations of Marsh Clubmoss, Yellow Centaury, Pale Dog 
Violet, Pennyroyal, Lesser Butterfly Orchid and Southern Damselfly are beginning to 
recover, while other species such as Purbeck Mason Wasp and Heath Tiger Beetle are 
already using newly created habitat. Sadly, there have not been successes across the board, 
and following project surveys it is feared Large-celled Flapwort and Kugelann’s Ground 
Beetle may be extinct on the Dorset Heaths, although the Tormentil Mining Bee, Broken-
banded Wasp Hoverfly and Bloody Spider Hunting Wasp have been found in small 
numbers. 
 
Plantlife led this project in collaboration with the National Trust, Dorset Wildlife Trust, 
Forestry Enterprise, Rempstone Estate, QinetiQ, RSPB, Bat Conservation Trust, Amphibian 
and Reptile Conservation Trust. 
 

A data-rich legacy 
 

A substantial engagement programme inspired people about their local heathland heritage, 
which led some to attend species identification workshops then group surveys and 
ultimately self-led surveys and roles as mentors and species champions. The result has 
been a group of skilled, resourced and highly motivated volunteers who are keen to 
continue survey work beyond the end of the project. Legacy planning alongside the 
National Trust in particular, included setting up the Purbeck Ecology Volunteers (PEV), a 
partnership initiative for volunteer monitoring across the Dorset Heaths.  
 
PEV was enlarged with a Priority Invertebrate Group and the Dorset Flora Group to enable 
group surveys of Back from the Brink target species. Partners of the newly designated 
Purbeck Heaths National Nature Reserve are setting up a monitoring framework, with the 
PEV integral to achieving monitoring aims. 
 
The vast resource of records generated are Living Record (the biological recording 
interface used to submit records to the Dorset Environmental Record Centre by this 
project and some partners). 2000 species records had been entered as at 31 August 2021. 
Not all partners use Living Record, but partners in the Purbeck Ecology 
Volunteers/Purbeck NNR monitoring strategy are developing a data access sharing 
agreement with DERC to address issues around data flow and accessibility.  

https://naturebftb.co.uk/projects/dorsets-heathland-heart/
https://a7f0f8fb-8a2c-49bc-a703-7c4cbecc26d7.filesusr.com/ugd/59de27_4373cf46e7264f4088d248cafe3914a3.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Yellow-Centaury.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Pennyroyal.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Lesser-Butterfly-orchid.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Southern-Damselfly.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Purbeck-Mason-Wasp.pdf
https://a7f0f8fb-8a2c-49bc-a703-7c4cbecc26d7.filesusr.com/ugd/59de27_55c7970df6fb411caf5254fee92ea32f.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Tormentil-Mining-Bee.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/BftB-Broken-banded-Wasp-Hoverfly_Factsheet.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/BftB-Broken-banded-Wasp-Hoverfly_Factsheet.pdf
https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/BftB-Bloody-Spider-hunting-Wasp_Factsheet.pdf
https://www.plantlife.org.uk/uk
https://www.dorsetaonb.org.uk/purbeck-heaths-national-nature-reserve/


 

 

 

5: Widening participation, ownership and support 

Rationale 

With each generation the scale of past biodiversity losses is less well understood, at least 
through direct contact, and there is a real risk that loss is becoming either normalised as part 
of the human experience or is going unrecognised as a symptom of ‘shifting baseline 
syndrome’. 

Lack of engagement with nature, ‘nature-deficit disorder’, weakens ecological literacy and 
environmental stewardship which can lead into a vicious cycle of biodiversity loss. 
Environmental education – both formal and experiential – is essential to combat this.  

The benefits to people and society as a whole of having access to diverse nature experiences 
are well documented, but often this translates into bland provisioning of low-quality ‘green 
space’. There is a continual need to reinforce the case for species-richness as a mark of 
experiential quality and local distinctiveness.  

People have an increasingly important role to play in conservation delivery through voluntary 
local action and could contribute significantly to current gaps that have been identified in the 
framework, e.g. monitoring, advice provision and providing a sustainable legacy through 
activities such as wardening. We therefore need to give communities a voice in shaping 
nature recovery right from the development of strategies and plans and then taking them 
forward.  

Restoring species diversity and abundance, and improving the prospects of threatened 
species, are outcomes that make local conservation measures relevant to people. Species 
richness enhances the depth and quality of experience, contributing to local distinctiveness, 
and making tangible the results of local effort and support. 

Back from the Brink’s engagement was built around a ‘Discover, Value, Act’ model. Simply 
put, we wanted people to discover Back from the Brink and take them on a journey to value 
and act for our species. Back from the Brink was designed to involve as many people as 
possible, through diverse means, whether as volunteers, active supporters from local 
communities or visitors to events, arts and learning opportunities. 

This model was then combined with recent research on ‘nature connections’ by the 
University of Derby. Back from the Brink adopted a ‘pathways to connectedness’11 approach 
and integrated it with our engagement model. The pathways entail building public 
engagement around five routes to enhancing personal connection to nature: senses, emotion, 

 
11  

Pathway 
 

Definition 
 

Contact The act of engaging with nature through the senses 
Beauty The perception of aesthetic qualities including shape, colour and form that please the senses 
Meaning Using nature or natural symbolism to communicate a concept that is not directly expressed 
Emotion An affective state or sensation that occurs as a result of engaging with nature 
Compassion Extending the self to include nature, leading to a concern for other natural entities that 

motivates understanding and helping/co-operation 

 

https://www.derby.ac.uk/research/centres-groups/nature-connectedness-research-group/


 

 

compassion, meaning and beauty, with correspondingly reduced emphasis on traditional, but 
less effective, fact-based interpretation. 

Some successful BftB work based on this approach included the community arts programme, 
in which five artists and worked with our 19 projects and local communities. Activities that 
encouraged a creative response to the species had a strong positive impact on our ability to 
promote less obviously charismatic species. Telling their stories, along with those of the 
people involved, fostered a close connection locally as well as wider public appeal supported 
by a strong social media presence and high-quality imagery. We also organised and hosted a 
series of talks from young environmentalists and naturalists about the issues and topics 
important to them which drew in new audiences inspired by the speakers we worked with.  

As part of the suite of Back from the Brink outputs, we used Frames Analysis to develop a 
toolkit for communications about the sometimes complex-seeming world of species recovery, 
and the less-loved, lesser-known species that rarely grab attention. 

 

Principles  

• Whilst some species recovery work may take place with little public engagement, for 
logistical, safety, sensitivity or even financial reasons, species recovery as a concept 
depends on public support and active involvement should be encouraged wherever 
possible. 

• The conservation sector should maximise its appeal, based on a commitment to equality, 
diversity and inclusiveness, and employ creative solutions working with a diverse and 
inclusive group of collaborators from other sectors to engage as large and wide an 
audience as possible. 

• While knowledge-based and fact-based teaching and interpretation has its place, the aim 
should be to promote and restore people’s connectedness to nature through the most 
effective pathways, including engagement based on beauty, emotional appeal, 
compassion, meaning, and sensory experience. 

• Monitoring and evaluation of engagement work is essential in order to ensure efficacy 
and to determine the success of novel strategies. 

• Novel framing of communications, such as story-telling, is essential to overcome 
challenges such as complexity, obscurity of species, and relating to a wide range of 
audiences 

  

https://naturebftb.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/BftB-Communications-Toolkit.pdf


 

 

 
Case study 5:  

The Little Whirlpool Ramshorn Snail 
 

 
Figure 6: Little Whirlpool Ramshorn Snail. Photo: Alex Hyde 

 
 The Little Whirlpool Ramshorn Snail is one of the rarest, most restricted and most 
vulnerable freshwater molluscs in Britain. It has very particular requirements, needing 
unpolluted, chalky waters such as marshland ditches, with a good cover of floating 
vegetation. Once found in about 15 sites in south-east England, it’s now largely restricted 
to just three: the Arun Valley, the Broads and Pevensey Levels. Although the precise cause 
of this decline is not clear, it is thought that drainage, over-frequent dredging, and poor 
water quality are all likely to be contributing factors. 

Pulborough Brooks RSPB reserve now holds the only population of Little Whirlpool 
Ramshorn Snail in the Arun Valley, which makes the snail extremely vulnerable to any 
external factors such as pollution, eutrophication and over-abstraction.  A past survey of 
Pulborough Brooks found the snail had expanded its range in the north of the reserve, 
where it was present in 17 ditches, but had been lost from the middle and southern 
ditches.  

The Back from the Brink project aimed to increase the robustness of the population at 
Pulborough Brooks by, among other interventions, investigating five methods of ditch 
management: staggered clearance, clearing one side of a ditch only, leaving ends of ditches 
untouched, creating new ‘spur’ ditches and central channel clearance. Thus sections of 
ditch were left uncleared to test whether the snail is able to re-colonise cleared stretches 
of ditches. New habitat in the form of ditch spurs and improved connectivity through the 
creation of a new interconnected ditch were also involved.  

https://naturebftb.co.uk/projects/little-whirpool-ramshorn-snail/


 

 

Results showed that none of the methods was detrimental to the snail and all supported 
healthy populations of the snail 3-4 years after management. Creating ditch spurs and new 
ditches appears to be a suitable method of increasing occupied habitat and can provide a 
refuge for the snail as the spurs do not require managing to maintain water flow.  
 

From obscurity to stardom 
 
However, the species is so tiny and found in inhospitable (to humans) and inaccessible 
habitat that people can never expect to see it, let alone care about it. We considered this 
species to be one of our biggest challenges in taking people on the Discover – Value – Act 
journey. At the start of the programme, there were only two known photographs of the 
species, neither of them of a quality that would capture the public imagination. 
Commissioning new, high-quality photographs was key to turning this once-obscure 
species into a star. 
 
Alex Hyde’s photos not only enable the team to illustrate the species in talks and 
publications, but also demonstrate its beauty and fragility, as well as setting it in a human 
context as figure 6 shows. The project has attracted people of all ages with several family 
events including talks, Wetland Discovery Days and an art event organised by Outdoor 
Studios. The photos helped secure opportunities to tell the species’ story: for example 
Where the Leaves Fall featured the snail in an article on Back from the Brink’s approach to 
engaging people with more obscure species, describing it as “wrapped like a cinnamon bun 
of coppery caramel and coffee swirls”. As the article reported, the project sparked wide 
interest including it becoming the focus of an episode of the four-part Radio 4 play Song of 
the Reeds, starring Sophie Okonedo and Mark Rylance.  
 

 

  

https://wheretheleavesfall.com/contributor-details/45/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/community-art-event/the-last-ditch/
https://naturebftb.co.uk/community-art-event/the-last-ditch/
https://wheretheleavesfall.com/explore/article-index/back-from-the-brink/
file:///C:/Users/laurencerose/Documents/0Current%20WIP/Species%20Recovery%20Framework/post-conference%20version/Starring%20Sophie%20Okonedo%20and%20Mark%20Rylance
file:///C:/Users/laurencerose/Documents/0Current%20WIP/Species%20Recovery%20Framework/post-conference%20version/Starring%20Sophie%20Okonedo%20and%20Mark%20Rylance


 

 

Conclusion 

This framework of principles comes directly from the experience of planning, implementing 
and evaluating a very wide range of conservation interventions, including people 
engagement, across a wide range of taxa, locations, communities and organisations. This 
experience in turn builds on those and other organisations’ long track record of delivering 
species recovery on the ground, and advocating wider change to support nature’s recovery. 

The conservation sector and interested other parties must now take this forward and build 
upon it, adding new sections (such as funding) and expanding on details, as well as carrying 
out further analytical work to help inform future collaboration. 

Meanwhile, the urgency of rebuilding the abundance and diversity of wildlife in the UK 
means we cannot hold up continuing this vital work as the framework is improved and 
refined. The combined experience and expertise available to the sector is enough to give 
confidence that success is achievable in many cases, given enough resources and a 
supportive public policy framework. 


