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Introduction

For a considerable number of years it has been the practice of Basildon
District Council, latterly in conjunction with the County Highways Department, to
manage some of the wider roadside verges on the edges of the town in a manner
that is sensitive to the needs of wildlife. This policy was worked out in
discussions between council officers and members of the Basildon Natural
History Society, and with due consultation with the contractors hired for the
management process.

The roads that were initially selected for this treatment included the southern
end of Nethermayne and substantial sections of Staneway. In both cases there are
significant sections of roadside bank, some of them south-facing, which lend
themselves to maximising the wildlife value of what can be allowed to exist there.
Other roads, including sections of Mandeville Way and Westmayne, were
subsequently incorporated into the system.

One major advantage of the system of verge management that was adopted
was that considerable sums of local authority money have been saved, since it was
no longer necessary to pay contractors to mow the verges regularly throughout
substantial periods of the year.

Instead, a highly effective system was adopted, whereby the verges that were
located further away from the road, and thus out of the way of the essential lines
of vision for traffic, were left unmown throughout the spring, summer and early
autumn. Then in the autumn, 50% of the verge was mown, cut and cleared,
leaving the other 50% unmown for the forthcoming winter, spring and summer. In
the October of the following year, the contractors returned, this time mowing the
50% which had been left uncut since, in effect, the October of two years
previously, and leaving unmown the 50% which had been mown the previous
autumn.

The management of this was straightforward, relying upon local features such
as lamp standards as the means of identifying what was to be mown each autumn.
One vital consideration was that whatever was cut from the verge needed to be
raked and removed, thereby preventing the nutrient enrichment which, elsewhere
on mown verges, causes a few very vigorous plant species to thrive, at the
expense of many other, rather more delicate, species.



The role of the verges in forming a vital part of the Living Landscape

In recent years, ecologists have drawn more and more attention to the fact that
wildlife nature reserves, on their own, constitute an inadequate response to the
business of conserving many vulnerable plant and animal species. The danger is
that such reserves become increasingly isolated in the landscape, all too often
surrounded by intensively cultivated farmland, built-up areas and other such
unsympathetic land-uses, in effect cutting off breeding access to other centres of
population of the threatened species. Denied such cross-fertilization, the gene
pools become ever more vulnerable to disease and deterioration, while localised
accidents such as fires or inappropriate habitat management can wipe out
populations, with little chance of replenishment from the wider landscape.

Instead, there is now far more emphasis upon managing the overall landscape
with a view to linking up the centres of wildlife richness, seeking to ensure that
enough wildlife-friendly land is maintained to enable many species to disperse
successfully. Clearly, this does not work to the advantage of all organisms, but it
fulfils a vital role for a large percentage, and it is highly cost-effective, in that
biodiversity is maximised without recourse to expensive, and politically
problematic, intervention.

In practical terms, this means that existing strips and pockets of green land,
hedgerows, trees, bodies of water, etc can fulfil a valuable role in enabling
wildlife to disperse across the landscape, especially if they are managed
sensitively. This policy is now being implemented by many public authorities, in
accordance with the requirements of the 2006 NERC Act.

In effect, Basildon Council, in collaboration with the BNHS, was ahead of the
game when arrangement was made for the above-mentioned roadside verges to be
managed in such a wildlife-friendly way. Those verges constitute a highly
effective means of enabling wildlife to thrive and disperse, while also providing a
magnificent display of wild flowers to delight the eye of motorists and other
passers-by. These verges were being managed in this imaginative way long before
the Living Landscapes policy was formally adopted by the Essex Wildlife Trust,
the Essex County Council and other local authorities.

Indeed, the Basildon verges merited justified praise when English Nature cited
them nationally as an example of best practice, worthy of emulation elsewhere.

For a long time, the management policy for the verges was unobtrusive.
However, in response to increasing curiosity and praise, as well as some ill-
informed criticism, permanent notices have now been fixed on the banks and
verges, declaring them to be “Conservation Areas”.

Experience in 2009

The difficult economic climate of 2009 meant that, for the first time, the annual
October mowing of 50% of the managed verges did not take place. It has been
made clear by Council officers that 50% will be mown in autumn 2010, thereby
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resuming the management, and that a contract has been agreed that should ensure
the now-customary management is maintained for the next five years.
Occasionally missing the autumn cut should not be disastrous. Many plants and
animals will be able to benefit from the additional cover and food supply.
Moreover, it is far better for the cut to be missed than for a sudden, clean sweep
of the whole lot to be undertaken, at the wrong time of year: that would undo so
much good work, achieved gradually over the best part of two decades.

That said, it should be appreciated that, given the extra year’s growth, the
woody bases of species such as blackthorn might be that much more resistant to
mechanised mowing, perhaps necessitating greater investment of time and
machinery when the mowing is resumed, in turn negating some of the cost-cutting
of 2009.

Abundance of wild flowers .

Over the considerable number of years that the management policy has been in
operation there has been a remarkable build-up in the numbers and variety of wild
flowers, due in part to the fact that flowers have been allowed to set seed, in turn
leading to a build-up of the seedbank in the soil. A proportion of this is always
dormant, in effect awaiting appropriate conditions in which to germinate.
Moreover, as intimated above, the prompt removal of mown material in autumn
inhibits those few species which otherwise tend to dominate our verges, on
account of their ability to thrive in nutrient-rich situations. The removal of the
mowings, combined with some exposure of bare ground, enables some of the
dormant seed to germinate — and some of this seed will be of rarer and more
vulnerable species, which otherwise do not get much chance to prosper.

The result is a spring- and summer-long unfolding spectacle of successional
flowering, as first the spring flowers bring welcome colour to the verges, followed
by the full colour of high summer. Many people have commented on the drifts of
primroses which adorn the slopes of Nethermayne in April, and the multitudes of
cowslips in the verges of Staneway and Mandeville Way just a couple of weeks
later. These flowers are now so very scarce in the wider landscape, but the verges
afford them sanctuary in a manner that maximises the pleasure brought to the
travelling public. The result, so splendid in terms of providing welcome spring
flowers, is all the more remarkable in that precious public money does not have to
be spent on regular restocking .

Far less obvious to motorists, but appreciated by some of the walking public,
are other, more subtle flowers, including at least two species of wild orchid.
Orchids are rather more exacting in the conditions needed for their germination
and survival, but under the management regime on the Basildon verges they are
gradually becoming established — bearing in mind that it takes an orchid plant
some seven or so years to get from germination to flowering.

A considerable catalogue of other flowers could be provided. It would include
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