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1. Summary  

A housing development is proposed on this area of land within the Hatton Park development area.  

This small site, adjacent to a mature deciduous woodland, is part of a Local Wildlife Site (LWS), and 
comprises a heavily-disturbed plant community with species indicative of damp poor semi-improved 
grassland and species-poor scrub communities. The survey site lacks species of botanical interest, 
lacks plant communities of botanical interest, and does not support any species indicative of a 
recent history of woodland.  

A substantial ditch forming the site’s southern boundary suggests that the survey area has been long 
divided (and has experienced a separate management history) from the adjacent woodland and is 
unlikely to have had a shared plant community in the recent past.   

The survey site has no feature, plant species, or plant community which could justify its inclusion 
within a LWS.  

An area of the adjacent woodland part of the LWS, comprising land within approximately 20m from 
the survey site boundary, was also subject to a detailed botanical assessment. Although undertaken 
at a sub-optimal time of year with regard to woodland ground flora this strongly suggested that the 
surveyed area of woodland had a sparse and species-poor ground flora and that the canopy and 
shrub layer have been heavily impacted by the invasion and planting of non-native woody species as 
well as possible historic clearance works.      

2. Remit         

To undertake a botanical survey of this site, as defined by plans supplied by Arbtech Consulting Ltd, 
utilising the DAFOR methodology, and to assess the site’s botanical interest against the local LWS 
criteria to determine whether, on botanical grounds, the site justifies its inclusion within a LWS. 
Within a subsequent site report clearly identify the site’s botanical value.  
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3. Site description  

3.1 General 

The survey site is situated within the Hatton Park development approximately 3km north-west of the 
Warwick urban area at SP254669 and comprises approximately 0.1ha of non-wooded land. Much of 
the Hatton Park site, a former hospital, has been developed for housing. The survey site comprises a 
narrow roughly ovoidal area of land situated immediately south of the public highway of 
Charingworth Drive and immediately north and west of Smiths Covert, the main part of the 3.5ha 
LWS that has been identified as semi-natural ancient woodland (site reference SP26N2). The survey 
site is included within the Smiths Covert LWS designation.   

The southern boundary between the survey site and the Smith’s Covert woodland comprises a deep 
dry ditch which becomes increasingly prominent to the west. This has many attributes of an historic 
earthwork feature which could well have marked the historic northern boundary of the woodland; it 
is not a recently-created feature. The eastern boundary between the survey site and the Smith’s 
Covert woodland is more diffuse and comprises at least two defunct fencelines.   

The LWS citation sheet (showing that the site was selected for designation on 12/12/18) includes a 
textual description of the site which states that it is tipped land and that in 2014 at least it comprised 
“open to dense young scrubby Ash woodland over tall Bramble and Common Nettle, with these two 
species also dominating the open glades”; there was also a small relict area of semi-improved 
neutral grassland on the north-eastern edge adjacent to Charingworth Drive.  

3.2 Survey site-detail 

At the time of survey the site appeared unmanaged except for recent evidence of larger shrubs 
having been felled and chipped with the arisings left on site. A small mound of raised ground with 
dense scrub upon it was present within the eastern edge of the site; bramble Rubus fruticosus agg., 
hawthorn Crataegus monogyna, sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus, and goat willow Salix caprea were 
recorded on this mound. Three semi-mature goat willow trees are present in the south-east of the 
site but elsewhere woody species comprise some ash Fraxinus excsleior, hawthorn, blackthorn 
Prunus spinosa, and English oak Quercus robur regeneration from small cut stumps. Bramble is 
abundant across the wider site but generally as a sparse and low sprawling component of the plant 
community. 

The remainder of the site supports common species of grass, sedge, rush and herb, none of which 
are of particular botanical interest and all largely indicative of species-poor grassland and scrub 
communities. 

The site has a variety of aspects: in the south-west there is a steep south-westerly aspect whilst in 
the north-east there is a steep northerly aspect. Elsewhere the site generally has a gentle southerly 
aspect. At the time of survey the site was dry but several plant species, in particular rushes Juncus 
spp., suggest a degree of waterlogging on the areas with a more gentle aspect.    

A paved footpath demarcates the site’s northern boundary and between the footpath and the 
highway of Charingworth Drive is a narrow verge of mown species-poor amenity grassland. 
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The scrub-covered mound in the east of the site; looking south 

 

The footpath, with the survey site to the right and the mown verge to the left: looking east 
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3.3 Woodland edge 

Within 20m of the edge of the survey site the flora within the Smith’s Covert woodland is species-
poor and not typically indicative of semi-natural ancient woodland. There is a prominent canopy 
where mature English oak is dominant and Scots pine Pinus sylvestris frequent with a relatively 
diverse but sparse understorey comprising a mix of native and non-native species.  The ground flora 
is very sparse and species-poor. The area of woodland to the east of the survey site has a disturbed 
ground surface with a suggestion of possible dumping of rubble or subsoil in the past; an inactive 
badger Meles meles sett is present here.  

 

Typical view within the woodland survey area of Smith’s Covert LWS 
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4. Methodology           

4.1 General  

The survey was conducted over two hours on 9th August 2020 by Phil Quinn MCIEEM – a field 
ecologist with over thirty years’ experience of undertaking ecological surveys in the UK and with 
significant experience of botanical survey and habitat assessment in southern Britain.  

There was full access to the site and weather conditions were optimal: dry, bright and still. 

4.2 DAFOR survey  

With the DAFOR methodology each plant species recorded on the site is accorded a code relative to 
its frequency within the site:  

D = Dominant 
A= Abundant 
F = Frequent 
O = Occasional 
R = Rare 
 
Where a plant species has a localised distribution within a stand which differs from its overall 
distribution in that stand the letter L is used to identify this localised variance. For example a plant 
which is rare (R) in the wider site but has a localised occurrence as Frequent (F) in one or more areas 
of that site is recorded as R / LF.  

4.3 Assessment of LWS status  

To determine whether the survey site meets the criteria for LWS designation it was necessary to 
refer to Guidance Notes on Application of Site Selection Criteria - THE GREEN BOOK  - Guidance for 
the Selection of Local Wildlife Sites in Warwickshire, Coventry and Solihull Local Wildlife Sites 
Project, a publication of the Habitat Biodiversity Audit (HBA) Partnership for Warwickshire (October 
2016).  This document is hereafter referred to as “the HBA Guidance Notes”.    
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5. Results           

5.1 The survey site 

The site demonstrated a low level of botanical interest albeit with a relatively high level of botanical 
diversity. The survey site is a mosaic of several plant communities with low nature conservation 
value: species-poor grassland, scattered scrub, tall herb /tall ruderal, and species-poor marshy 
grassland.  

The majority of the site is either gently sloping or level and these areas are notable for the 
dominance of bramble, creeping buttercup Ranunculus repens, broad-leaved dock Rumex 
obtusifolius, ground elder Aegopodium podigraria, creeping thistle Cirsium arvense, and false oat-
grass Arrhenatherum elatius.  Within these areas there are localised frequencies of hard rush Juncus 
inflexus and soft rush J. effusus; along with some hairy sedge Carex hirta which suggests localised 
waterlogging.  

The young regrowth of ash, English oak, hawthorn, goat willow, and blackthorn is prominent in the 
south-east of the survey site and suggests that until relatively recently this part of the site was 
dominated by a scrub community. Many areas of bare ground are located here and are largely low 
piles of wood chippings associated with scrub clearance operations.  

The plants recorded on this site suggest that the soil is largely neutral but with localised areas of 
higher calcareous content and smaller areas of higher acidic content. 

 

Typical view of the survey site – looking south-west, with Smith’s Covert woodland on the left 
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5.2 Woodland edge  

The 20m fringe of woodland along the southern and eastern edges of the survey site has two 
distinctly varying qualities.  

The woodland to the east has a lower canopy where goat willow is common and both wild cherry 
and sycamore frequent; this area appears to have been disturbed at some period in the past forty 
years or so and the ground particularly shows signs of historic disturbance. Bramble and hawthorn 
are quite common.  The understorey is relatively dense and comprises goat willow, wild cherry 
Prunus avium, elder Sambucus nigra, hawthorn, and sycamore.  The ground flora is very poor and 
largely comprises ivy Hedera helix, nettle and bramble but most of the woodland floor is bare.  

The woodland to the south has a well-defined canopy dominated by mature English oak but also 
with much sycamore, wild cherry, and Scots pine.  The understorey is sparse and largely comprises 
sycamore, holly Ilex aquifolium, hawthorn, and ash along with a small quantity of yew Taxus baccata 
and wild cherry. The field layer is almost entirely absent except for occasional thin stands of nettle 
Urticia dioica and some ash whips. 

 

Woodland to the south of the survey site 
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6. Discussion           

6.1 Survey effort, timing and access  

The level of survey effort over this small site was satisfactory and there was full survey access; the 
timing of the survey was still within the optimal period for botanical survey of grasslands albeit 
towards the end of that optimal period.  The survey timing was sub-optimal with regard to woodland 
and woodland ground flora species. 

6.2 Extent of botanical interest  

The botanical interest on this site is low.  No rare, or otherwise notable, plant species were recorded 
here and the majority of the site comprises a mosaic of common species-poor plant communities.  

It is possible that the significant level of scrub clearance over this site within the past year had 
caused gross disturbance to the plant communities that were here prior to that clearance. However 
the regeneration of the site’s flora did not yield any indication that species of higher botanical 
interest were present here prior to that clearance work.  

6.3 The woodland 

The 20m band of Smith’s Covert woodland adjacent to the survey site was very low in botanical 
interest. Although this survey was conducted at a sub-optimal time with regard to surveying 
woodland ground flora the lack of ground flora throughout much of the surveyed area of woodland 
was striking: there was no evidence of common woodland ground flora species such as dog’s 
mercury Mercurialis perennis, bluebell Hyacinthoides non-scripta or ramsons Allium ursinum all of 
which would still have been detectable in early August had those species been present on this site. 

   

7. Status of the survey site with regard to Local Wildlife Site designation 

The most relevant section of the HBA Guidance Notes is Section 4: Wildlife Site Selection Criteria for 
Warwickshire. In the following extract from that document NCC is an abbreviation of Nature 
Conservancy Council and SSSI is an abbreviation of Site of Special Scientific Interest.   

“The criteria for selection of Wildlife Sites are based largely upon the NCC’s national guidelines for 
the selection of biological SSSIs. These have been expanded to reflect a local authority’s role in 
nature conservation and to that end also include a number of community characteristics. However, 
it should be stressed that the scientific criteria are primary and sites will not be selected on 
community characteristics alone. 

 4.1. Scientific Characteristics:  

1. Diversity: This refers to the range and diversity of wildlife species, habitats and or geological 
features present on a site.  
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2. Rarity: This considers how common or uncommon are the species, habitats or geological features, 
present on a site.  

3. Size: The importance of a site generally increases with size, though small areas of habitat may be 
of value as long as nature conservation interest is sustainable.  

4. Naturalness: Areas of semi-natural habitat are often the most important for nature conservation 
because they support the highest numbers of native British species.  

5. Fragility: All sites, habitats and species are affected by environmental change. Some are 
particularly vulnerable to damage caused by external factors or sensitive to changes in management.  

6. Typicalness: It is desirable to safeguard a sequence and range of examples of habitat types and 
geological features. Particularly good examples of characteristic and locally distinctive habitats and 
features should be conserved, including those of a typically rural character (e.g. calcareous 
grassland) and of a typically urban character (e.g. disused railway sidings colonised by natural 
processes).  

7. Ecological Position: The location of a site or habitat area may be important, for example where it 
is linked to other semi-natural habitat or forms part of a wildlife network.  

8. Significant Populations: Some sites are important because they sustain a significant population of 
a particular species. Guidance Notes on Application of Site Selection Criteria Habitat Biodiversity 
Audit (HBA) for Warwickshire: The Green Book revised October 2016 20  

9. Potential Value: There will be circumstances where a site meets, or almost meets, other criteria 
and there is potential for habitat improvement or recovery by natural change or appropriate 
management”. 

Addressing these characteristics individually with regard to this site:  

1. The site has a low diversity of geological features and habitats but does have a relatively high 
diversity of plant species for such a small site. However the plant species diversity is almost entirely 
composed of species which are exceptionally common in both Regional and National contexts.  

2. The site supports no geological features, habitats or species of any rarity.  

3. The site is very small, has no nature conservation interest, and would quickly become species-
poor scrub if left unmanaged. It would likely require in excess of one hundred years for such scrub to 
develop into a woodland approaching the structure and species diversity of the adjacent Smith’s 
Covert. 

4. If left unmanaged the site would quickly assume a high level of Naturalness but this would be both 
poor in species diversity and poor in habitat diversity.  

5. The species and habitats on this site are fragile in that they are highly susceptible to change or loss 
with the removal of management. However the species and habitats on this site are of low nature 
conservation value and their loss in anything other than an immediate Local context (i.e. within the 
Hatton Park development area) would be of no significant consequence. 
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6.  This site has no level of Typicalness in that it is a heavily modified scrub / species-poor grassland 
mosaic of a type which is very common across the UK.  

7. The site has a moderately good Ecological Position as it is located immediately adjacent to the 
existing Smith’s Covert woodland. 

8. There are no Significant Populations of any notable plant species.  

9. The site has a high Potential Value to ultimately become broadleaved woodland. However this 
statement could theoretically be made about most areas of land within the UK. 

 

The following criteria from the HBA Guidance Notes are also of relevance and are here addressed: 

5.11 Cultural Criteria: the site scores low with regard to cultural criteria as there are other areas of 
green space close by –in particular Smith’s Covert woodland which, as mature broadleaved 
woodland,  is likely to provide a more engaging experience with the natural environment for local 
people than that provided by the survey site. 

5.12 Physical and Visual Access: the site scores highly with regard to Visual Access as it is easily seen 
and potentially appreciated from adjacent houses, Charingworth Drive, and the footpath along 
Charingworth Drive.  The site is used by local people to access Smith’s Covert, although the degree 
of path creation / trampling across the site from Charingworth Drive into Smith’s Covert is slight thus 
suggesting that few local people cross the site.  The large quantity of low sprawling bramble across 
the site is likely to further deter people from physically accessing the site.  

5.13 Educational Value: The site has no conceivable educational value as it has no features, habitats 
or species of note. Furthermore the large amount of bramble and thistle over the site are likely to 
deter educational groups from accessing it.  

5.14 Community and Amenity Value: There is no Community or Amenity Value here although there 
will potentially be some limited visual amenity value offered to dwellings immediately opposite the 
site.  

5.15 Aesthetic appeal and Landscape Character: The site has a low Aesthetic appeal as its small size 
supports no features of any aesthetic value and there are no shows of attractive flowers; however 
there could potentially be populations of attractive common butterfly species if the site was left 
unmanaged.  The site does not satisfy the Landscape Character criteria.  

5.16 Geographical Position: The site has a good Geographical Position as it is close to many 
dwellings.  

5.17 Recorded History: This cannot be adequately addressed by this botanical survey report 
although it is to be noted that the boundary ditch on the southern edge of the site is likely to be of 
some age, possibly in association with a history of parkland in this area.  

5.18 Continuity of Land-use: The recent history of land-use on this site is that the survey site was 
once part of a field which, when the site was surveyed as part of the Local Wildlife Sites Project  in 
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2014, was mostly lost to scrub invasion but with a small relict area of semi-improved neutral 
grassland recorded.  The division of the site from the Smith’s Covert woodland by the boundary ditch 
suggests that the survey site may not have been woodland for a considerable period; this ditch could 
potentially have some association with a history of medieval parkland in this area.  The lack of 
woodland indicator species and the lack of tree stumps also suggest this site has not been woodland 
for a considerable period.  

Thus, although the site does score well with regard to its Geographical Position, its level of Potential 
Naturalness, a moderately good Ecological Position, and a limited potential for Aesthetic appeal if 
management ceased, it scores very low with regard to the majority of the LWS site designation 
criteria, in particular with regard to the scientific criteria. 

It is also of note that the LWS Citation Sheet, although describing the survey site (as “The northern 
wedge of grassland and young woodland”) does not refer to it, or any distinctive features on it, in 
the Citation Sheet’s Section 9: “Why this site qualifies as a Local Wildlife Site: summary of 
assessment” except  with regard to the bramble scrub and semi-improved neutral grassland adding 
to the larger LWS’s Diversity.  This is a weak argument for inclusion of the survey site (i.e. “the 
northern wedge”) within the LWS. 

 

8. Conclusions   

This small area of grassland / scrub / tall herb mosaic habitat supports no plant species of any note, 
and the component plant communities are of no botanical or nature conservation interest. There is 
no woodland element to the plants recorded here and no obvious indication of any recent history as 
woodland.  

Although the site compliments the adjacent Smith’s Covert woodland in providing a different range 
of species and habitats compared to what is present in the wood it is not of sufficient botanical or 
habitat value to be included within the LWS.  

The site also scores poorly with regard to the scientific LWS selection criteria and poor to moderate 
with regard to the non-scientific LWS criteria.   
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APPENDIX: DAFOR table (Survey site only) 

Common name Scientific name DAFOR 
   

Sycamore  Acer pseudoplatanus R 
Yarrow  Achillea millefolium O 
Common bent  Agrostis capillaris R 
Ground elder  Aegopodium podigraria A / LD 
Meadow foxtail  Alopecurus pratensis O 
Scarlet pimpernel Anagalis arvensis R 
Sweet vernal grass Anthoxanthum odoratum R 
Cow parsley  Anthriscus sylvestris  O 
Lesser burdock  Arctium minus R 
False oat-grass Arrhenatherum elatius A 
Hedge bindweed Calystegia sepium O 
Wavy bitter-cress  Cardamine flexuosa R 
Glaucous sedge Carex flacca R 
Hairy sedge Carex hirta R / LO 
Pendulous sedge Carex pendula R 
Black knapweed  Centaurea nigra R 
Common mouse-ear  Cerastium fontanum R 
Fat hen  Chenopodium album O 
Many-seeded goosefoot Chenopodium polyspermum R / LO 
Enchanter’s nightshade Circaea lutetiana R 
Creeping thistle  Cirsium arvense A 
Spear thistle  Cirsium vulgare R 
Hawthorn (regrowth) Crataegus monogyna O 
Smooth hawksbeard Crepis capillaris R 
Cocksfoot  Dactylis glomerata R 
Common couch  Elytrigia repens O 
Broad-leaved willowherb Epilobium montanum O 
Red fescue  Festuca rubra R 
Ash (whip / regrowth) Fraxinus excelsior F 
Goosegrass  Galium aparine  R 
Herb robert  Geranium robertianum R 
Ivy  Hedera helix  R 
Hogweed  Heracleum sphondylium R 
Yorkshire fog  Holcus lanatus R 
Creeping soft-grass Holcus mollis O 
Hairy St John’s-wort  Hypericum hirsutum F  
Perforate St John’s-wort Hypericum perforatum O / LF 
Soft rush  Juncus effusus O 
Hard rush  Juncus inflexus O 
Nipplewort  Lapsana communis R 
Meadow vetchling  Lathyrus pratensis A 
Perennial rye-grass Lolium perenne R 
Common bird’s-foot trefoil Lotus corniculatus F 
Black medick  Medicago lupulina R 
Redleg  Persicaria maculosa R 
Creeping cinquefoil Potentilla reptans O 
Ribwort  Plantago lanceolata R 
Greater plantain  Plantago major R 
Selfheal  Prunella vulgaris R 
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Blackthorn (regrowth) Prunus spinosa R 
English oak (regrowth) Quercus robur R 
Meadow buttercup  Ranunculus acris R 
Creeping buttercup  Ranunculus repens D 
Bramble  Rubus fruticosus agg. A 
Sorrel  Rumex acetosa R 
Clustered dock  Rumex conglomeratus R 
Broad-leaved dock  Rumex obtusifolius A / LD 
Wood dock  Rumex sanguineus O 
Goat willow (including regrowth Salix caprea R 
Elder (regrowth) Sambucus nigra R 
Common figwort  Scrophularia nodosa F 
Hoary ragwort  Senecio erucifolius F 
Common ragwort  Senecio jacobaea R 
Oxford ragwort  Senecio squalidus R 
Groundsel  Senecio vulgaris R 
Bittersweet  Solanum dulcamara R 
Smooth sow-thistle  Sonchus oleraceus R 
Hedge woundwort  Stachys sylvatica  O 
Lesser stitchwort  Stellaria graminea R 
Dandelion  Taraxacum officinale agg. R 
Upright hedge parsley Torilis japonica R 
Red clover  Trifolium pratense O 
White clover  Trifolium repens O / LF 
Nettle  Urtica dioica R / LD 
Hairy tare  Vicia hirsuta A 
Common vetch  Vicia sativa R 
Bush vetch  Vicia sepium R 
Greater periwinkle  Vinca major R 
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Site plan 

 

 


