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3.1 RESULTS 

3.2 KNOCKBRACKEN HEALTHCARE PARK 

3.3 GENERAL SITE DESCRIPTIONS 

Knockbracken Healthcare Park (formerly Purdysburn Hospital) was set up after 1895, when 

Belfast Corporation purchased the estate at Purdysburn to establish an Asylum for the 

‘Lunatic Poor’ to replace the old Co. Antrim Asylum on the Grovenor Road, Belfast). Some 

of the oldest hospital buildings of red Belfast brick were erected in the early 20th Century and 

date from the establishment of the hospital. Some of the old buildings are now derelict 

namely the two churches (St Columba’s RC Church and the other an interdenominational 

church) at Scoot Hill near the Equestrian Centre that were both used by the patients in the 

hospital in times past. Other features on the site include a football pitch maintained and used 

by an outside football club. 

 

The site is located 6.5km south of Belfast City Centre on the A24 road to Ballynahinch. At 

108.85 ha, this was the second largest of the six hospital sites surveyed during this project. 

The survey area consisted of 137.71 acres (55.73 ha) of retained estate (51% of total survey 

area) (i.e. retained by Health Estates Agency) and 131.25 acres (53.12 ha) (49% of the total 

survey area) of Trust Estate.  

 

At the landscape scale, the site lies within the Castlereagh Slopes Landscape Character 

Area (LCA). This LCA comprises the steep escarpment slopes at the north western margins 

of the Castlereagh Plateau, to the south east of the Belfast/Castlereagh urban area. This 

prominent ridge has a smooth, rolling landform and a steep gradient. It averages 130m but 

at Braniel Hill, reaches an approximate height of 170m. Steep, narrow, winding roads 

traverse the slopes linking the ridge-top with the edges of Belfast. It is deeply dissected by 

steep glens (including Purdysburn and Minnowburn Glens) which are generally well-

wooded. The landuse is a mosaic of pastures and hedgerows on broader slopes with belts 

of broadleaf woodland on steep-sided glens. Mature specimen trees are common along the 

roads within each glen. The farms and farm buildings are concentrated on the mid-slopes of 

the escarpment. 
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At the site level the landscape comprises numerous old early 20th Century widely-spaced 

buildings surrounded by formal plantings of mainly non-native species with formal lawns of 

amenity grassland around and between the buildings. Many parcels of estate plantation 

woodland, semi-natural woodland and scrub occur towards the perimeter of the site. All 

these features add to the visual and amenity value of the site.   

 

Much of the site consists of species-poor cattle and horse-grazed grassland surrounded by 

often defunct species-poor hedgerows. The Health Trust leases farmland to local farmers on 

a short-term lease (conacre) from March to November each year. Land has also been leased 

to the Burn Equestrian Centre. The farmland has generally been grazed but occasionally 

some of the grassland in the fields have been mown in the past. Some fields have been 

fertilised in the past but details on past management of the land are scant. Noxious weeds on 

the farmland including those fields used by the Equestrian Centre are controlled as required 

under the Noxious Weeds (Northern Ireland) Order 1977. Finally a small area of land is 

leased by Conservation Volunteers Northern Ireland (CVNI) as a native wildflower nursery. A 

large polytunnel is used at this nursery to grow native wildflower plugs. A new gene bank is 

being developed to provide a convenient source of native seed for habitat creation purposes 

and various public demonstration areas have been created including a meadow, wetland and 

a pond.  

3.4 SOIL TYPE 

Information on the soil types at each site was sourced from the 1:50, 000 Soil Maps published 

by the Department of Agriculture and the Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland and held in 

the Map Library, Queens University Belfast. However most of the sites are within urban areas 

and therefore the maps do not record information on the soils as they would not have been 

surveyed as part of the Northern Ireland Soil Survey. Cruickshank (1997) gives detailed 

information on the distribution of soil types throughout Northern Ireland identified during the 

DANI Soil Survey 1987-1995. 

Information for these urban sites can only be inferred from the adjacent soil types and 

require confirmation by a more detailed soil survey. Information on the exact soil type is 

often required to determine whether it is possible to create particular vegetation 

communities on the sites. The inferred soil type at Knockbracken Healthcare Park (from soil 
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map sheet 15) is that it may have a Surface Water Gley (code SWG1) soil type and possibly 

some shallow brown earth (40-60cm deep) overlying shale till. This inference was confirmed 

by questioning staff who used to work on the Redbridge Organic Farm that once operated 

on the site.  

3.5 BEDROCK GEOLOGY 

Geological information taken from the 1:250,000 Geology of Ireland maps describe the 

geology across this site as predominantly Greywacke and Shale of Ordovician age. 

3.6 PERIPHERAL LAND USE 

Purdysburn Road occurs to the north of the site. North of this road are housing estates. A 

patchwork often undulating landscape of improved and semi-improved pastureland edged 

by hedgerows occurs to the south and east intermingled with scattered small remnant 

woods and groups of trees around farm buildings. The Purdysburn River, forms the southern 

boundary of the site; the river itself paralleling Mill Road West.  Sports fields and improved 

and semi-improved pastureland occur to the west of the site intermingled with clumps of 

plantation woodland. 

3.7 PROXIMITY TO EXISTING PROTECTED AREAS 

Digital shape files of SACs, and ASSIs downloaded from the Environment and Heritage 

Service website were added to a project file within ArcView GIS 9.0 (ArcMap Version 9.1). 

SLNCI boundaries within Castlereagh Borough Council listed in the Draft Belfast 

Metropolitan Area Plan 2015, supplied by Planning Service Northern Ireland as a shape file 

were also added as a layer to the project file. Designated sites within Knockbracken 

Healthcare Park could then be seen.  

No part of the site was seen to fall within a Special Area for Conservation, Special 

Protection Area for Birds or an Area of Special Scientific Interest. Sites of Local Nature 

Conservation Importance (SLNCIs) are being identified for consideration by Planning 

Service and will be formally included in Development Plans. Where such sites are confirmed 

in adopted plans, specific planning policies will be applied to development. Part of the site is 

within the proposed Minnowburn SLNCI (site code BEL-0009). It follows the Purdysburn 
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River and extends outside Knockbracken Healthcare Park to incorporate parts of the 

grounds of Hydebank and Belvoir Hospital. The main habitats in the part of the proposed 

SLNCI that falls within Knockbracken Healthcare Park are native scrub and semi-natural 

woodland situated along the often steep-sided Purdysburn River (part of a continuous tree 

and scrub lined corridor connecting with Minnowburn Beeches and eventually linking up 

with the Lagan Valley Regional Park) with relatively species-rich short neutral grassland 

between the areas of scrub.  

Another proposed SLNCI within the site is Purdy’s Burn. This site was designated on account 

of its geological interest. Yet another proposed SLNCI within Knockbracken Healthcare Park 

is Purdysburn Hospital but this appears to have been partially damaged in recent years as a 

result of the construction of the Shannon Clinic and secondly the ploughing up of a field of 

relatively species-rich neutral grassland. The more semi-natural habitats within these SLNCIs 

and in the designated sites within Castlereagh Borough Council Area as a whole, could act as 

a source of native seed for habitat creation/enhancement measures on the Knockbracken 

Healthcare Park site. 

3.8 HABITATS 

The following habitats were recorded on the site: 

3.8.1 Semi-natural woodland 

Part of the Knockbracken site consists of the Minnowburn SLNCI which contains Mixed 

ashwoods, the subject of its own Habitat Action Plan (HAP). The mixed ashwood HAP takes 

in a wide range of woodland communities on base-rich soils. Some of the more important 

areas of mixed ashwoods have already been designated as ASSIs under the Nature 

Conservation and Amenity Lands (Northern Ireland) Order 1985 ensuring compulsory 

consultation with EHS over management operations and development proposals. A number 

of mixed ashwood ASSIs are owned partially owned or leased by EHS and are managed for 

nature conservation.  

 

Mixed ashwoods are the main type of woodland on base-rich soils in Northern Ireland. Ash 

Fraxinus excelsior is generally the dominant species, although locally oak Quercus spp., 

downy birch Betula pubescens and even hazel Corylus avellana may be the most abundant 
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species. Rowan Sorbus aucuparia is also common. Some woods have been colonised by 

the non-native potentially invasive trees sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus and beech Fagus 

sylvatica. The habitat often contains a characteristic ground flora including Anemone 

nemorosa, bluebell Hyacinthoides non-scripta, primrose Primula vulgaris and ramsons 

Allium ursinum.  

 

Mixed ashwoods support a wide diversity of invertebrate species and provide cover and 

breeding sites for a number of notable mammals and birds. Within Northern Ireland, Mixed 

ashwoods may be important for a number of NI priority species including bullfinch Pyrrhula 

pyrrhula, starling Sturnus vulgaris, the Scottish woodant Formica aquilonia, several bats 

species, the small eggar Xylena exsoleta and pale eggar Trichiura crataegi moths, small 

cow-wheat Melampyrum pratense and the liverworts Apometxegria pubescens and 

Leiocolea hetercolpos. 

 

It is not known for sure how old are the woodlands along the Purdysburn. However much of 

the woodland seems relatively young and there may have been clearance of part of the 

woodland in the past with subsequent partial recovery from the remnants remaining by 

natural regeneration.  

 

The woodlands along the Purdysburn River within the site were not surveyed for the recent 

Woodland Trust UK Ancient Woodland Inventory (AWI). In this inventory, the 1830s was the 

cut-off date used to determine whether woodlands 

are long-established, i.e. the time when the first 

edition six inch maps of Ireland were produced. 

Woodlands not seen on these maps would not 

have been surveyed for the AWI. It is possible that 

the woodlands along the Purdysburn may                                   

have been felled just before the 1830s and so 

                               

                              
                              Semi-natural woodland Purdsyburn 

do not appear on the map and therefore were not surveyed. Further examination of extant 

historical sources would shed more light on the origin and age of these woodlands.  
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This site was first surveyed for the Nature in the City project. However, only part of the site 

was surveyed at the time, as it only partly fell within the Nature in the City survey area.  On 

the basis of this survey and information obtained from the SLNCI survey form, the main 

canopy trees in the woodland along Purdysburn and its tributaries (SN2-SN18) consist of 

frequent ash, with occasional sycamore, beech, oak and alder with pockets of non-native 

conifers like larch and Norway spruce in places. The Purdysburn is fast flowing with a rocky 

substrate and rather scenic in places with a 

series of small waterfalls along its length. There 

are fine stands of Scots pine (some with 

damaged bark) with occasional birch at the 

south-western end of the semi-natural 

woodland that grades further to the southwest 

into a mosaic of dense bramble, bracken and 

gorse scrub and neutral grassland in more open 

areas by the river. The understorey of the semi-

natural woodland                  Waterfall along the Purdysburn River 

proper was generally rather scrubby in places comprising elder, rusty willow, hawthorn, 

blackthorn, hazel, dog-rose and saplings. Dense bramble and occasional stands of bracken 

occurred in places.  

The herb layer in damper areas beside the Purdysburn River and its tributaries consisted of 

Angelica sylvestris, Oenanthe crocata, Veronica beccabunga, Cardamine flexuosa, Carex 

pendula, Ranunculus ficaria and Chrysosplenium oppositifolium. In drier areas the herb 

layer comprised Hyacinthoides non-scripta, Anthriscus sylvestris, Oxalis acetosella, Geum 

urbanum, Ranunculus ficaria, Anemone nemorosa, Conopodium majus, Polystichum 

setiferum, Stellaria holostea, Potentilla sterilis, Rumex sanguineus, Lapsana communis, 

Veronica montana, Veronica chamaedrys, Arum maculatum and Orchis mascula. Hedera 

helix was abundant on trees and on the woodland floor in places. Other herbs included 

Digitalis purpurea, Geranium robertianum, Asplenium scolopendrium, Polystichum 

setiferum, Viola riviniana, Polystichum setiferum, and Dryopteris dilatata. Bryophytes were 

locally abundant on soil or on fallen logs including the mosses Thuidium tamariscinum, 

Plagiomnium undulatum, Fissidens taxifolius, Atrichum undulatum, and the liverworts 
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Conocephalum conicum and Pellia epiphylla. Ferns were locally abundant on the steep river 

banks in places notably towards the south-western end of the site. There are signs of 

disturbance in places as evident by stands of Epilobium angustifolium and Galium aparine. 

This is probably due to livestock accessing the woodland as it is poorly fenced off from the 

adjacent pastureland. Generally however there is no sign that nutrient enrichment by 

agricultural run-off is taking place on a large scale.  

The age structure of the woodlands along the Purdysburn is however relatively diverse. The 

woodlands do not appear to have been actively managed in recent years. Overall the 

management of the woodland within this SLNCI is suited to a low intervention approach. 

There is however scope for supplementary planting with native species at the south-western 

end of the woodlands at the field/woodland interface. Forestry grants are available for this 

work under the Woodland Grant Scheme and Farm Woodland Grant Scheme. Dumping is a 

problem in places along the Purdysburn and its tributaries. Regular litter patrols are required 

in these areas to remove dumped material as quickly as possible. Other management 

required is the mending of the fences at the woodland edge to prevent livestock from entering 

the woodlands. 

 

In addition to the semi-natural woodland along Purdysburn, there is another small isolated 

triangular-shaped area (SN1) of this habitat type along a stream. It forms part of the 

Purdysburn Hospital SLNCI. The main canopy trees in this open in aspect fenced-off 

woodland area were horse chestnut, ash and rarely yew. The sparse understorey consisted 

of hawthorn and the occasional buddleja, Norway maple sapling and gorse. This woodland 

area has the typical native herb layer of the mixed ashwoods habitat type notably carpets of 

Hyacinthoides non-scripta and some Anemone nemorosa.  Other herbs include Dryopteris 

filix-mas, Polytrichum setiferum, Anthriscus sylvestris, Galium aparine and Heracleum 

spondylium.  

 

This woodland area could easily be rehabilitated in the long-term, gradually replacing the non-

native trees such as horse chestnut with native canopy and understorey species such as ash, 

oak, hazel and holly. The woodland grades into rank species-poor semi-improved grassland 

into which sallies have been planted.   
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The woodlands are of high scenic value at the site and landscape levels and forms part of an 

important wildlife migration corridor for wildlife that stretches right up to the Lagan Valley 

Regional Park several kilometers downstream.  

3.8.2 Plantation 

The plantation woodlands (P1-P42) are scattered throughout the site along the main 

avenues, around the perimeter of fields (e.g. bordering the Saintfield Road) and within the 

amenity grassland areas between the buildings. They are largely unmanaged except for 

periodic tree risk assessments carried out by an arboricultural consultancy to ensure that they 

do not pose a danger to the public. There are also extensive plantations to the northeast of 

the Shannon Clinic within the proposed Purdysburn Hospital SLNCI. The plantations probably 

date back to the time when the site was part of the Purdysburn Estate.  

The tree species within these plantations are a mixture of native and non-native species such 

as larch, Scots pine (e.g. in P3 ), ash, sycamore and beech with occasional Austrian pine, 

Lawson cypress, Monterey cypress, sitka spruce, ash (e.g. along the stream corridor in P6 

and in P13), oak, lime, alder and Norway spruce (within P13 in dense pure stands). There are 

some fine stands of oak and beech in P28 southeast of the stables. Many of these plantations 

are poorly structured with widespread damage to the bark of the trees (some are even ring 

barked and this will eventually lead to the death of the trees) by livestock as they often have 

free access to the stands. The understorey was often poorly developed in these plantations 

apart from some scattered bramble and honeysuckle (e.g. in P4, P8 and P13). In some 

stands there has been heavy poaching by livestock resulting in large areas of bare ground 

resulting in damage to the native herb layer (e.g. in P24, P25 and P26). The herb layer is 

often grass-dominated consisting of species-poor often disturbed nutrient-enriched semi-

improved grassland between the widely-spaced trees (e.g. in P16). Herbs below the canopy 

trees comprised Agrostis capillaris, Taraxacum officinale agg., Anthriscus sylvestris, Vicia 

sepium, Festuca rubra, Stellaria holostea, Urtica dioica, Cirisum avense, Rumex obtusifolius, 

Galium aparine, Plantago lanecolata, Ranunculus ficaria, Ranunculus repens, Prunella 

vulgaris, Rumex acetosa, Senecio jacobaea, Dactylis glomerata, Hypochoeris radicata, 

Trifolium repens, Ranunculus acris, Deschampsia caespitosa and the mosses 

Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus and Scleropodium purum. The wide spaces between the trees 

offer opportunities to restock these plantations with native species such as oak, ash, hazel, 
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birch, aspen, hawthorn, rowan and guelder-rose with pockets of rusty willow, and alder in 

damper areas using forestry grants administered by Forest Service Northern Ireland. There 

has already been limited planting of natives (rusty willow and oak) at the south-eastern edge 

of P3 while the edge of P5 has been planted up with the native guelder-rose and birch. 

Some areas have a dense understorey, but this tends to be made up of non-native invasive 

shrubs such as cherry laurel, rhododendron and occasionally Portuguese laurel, snowberry 

and griselinia whose dense canopies shade out the native herb layer species. Native species 

are uncommon in the understorey but included rowan, holly, hawthorn and blackthorn. Cherry 

laurel occurs in dense stands in several areas (e.g. in P1, P3, and P5 and P8, P9, P10, P11, 

P12, P13) and requires controlling by chemical or mechanical means if the native species 

diversity of these plantations is to be improved. Once these invasive shrubs are removed, the 

canopy trees can then be underplanted with native shrubs such as rowan, holly, hazel and 

hawthorn. In addition these species can be planted along all the edges of the existing 

plantations to improve their edge structure. Forest structure refers to the vertical arrangement 

of woodland layers – a diverse structure provides many more ecological niches to suit a wider 

range of species than straight sharp-edged woodland. Good structure is particularly important 

for invertebrates and breeding birds.  

Some plantations however (e.g. P1 and P8) had a well-structured edge of non-native species 

such as escallonia, dog wood, berberis, bramble, cherry laurel, spotted laurel, hawthorn, 

bramble, cotoneaster, and rhododendron. Generally the trees 

and shrubs are not regenerating well apart from occasional 

elder, beech, sycamore and ash saplings in some areas (e.g. 

in P3 and P5 and also within P13). It appears that many 

trees have been cut down over the years (e.g. within P5 that 

borders the Saintfield Road) for safety reasons with the 

stumps left in situ. These decaying stumps contribute to the 

deadwood habitat that is of value to insects that live within 

deadwood (so-called saproxylic invertebrates) and wood-

rotting fungi. The deadwood habitat was generally well-

developed within the  

                            Exit holes of saproxylic insects  
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plantations with many dead and dying trees and fallen deadwood. There were many standing 

dead tree boles covered with the exit holes of wood-boring beetles. Some fallen logs are 

colonised with the mosses Brachythecium rurabulum and Eurhynchium praelongum and 

Hypnum cupressiforme adding to the species diversity of the site.  

In some woodland blocks (e.g. in P26) old shotgun cartridges were found. If shooting is still 

occurring on the site, it should be prohibited as it is incompatible with the conservation of 

biodiversity on this site not to mention the risks to public safety. 

In the plantation areas with a more closed canopy (e.g. in P6 and P9) more typical woodland 

herbs survive below the tree canopy including Hyacinthoides non-scripta, Dryopteris dilatata, 

Arum maculatum, Rumex sanguineus, Dryopteris filx-mas, Polystichum setiferum, Hedera 

helix and mats of the moss Eurhynchium striatum. The invasive garden variety of Lamiastrum 

galeobdolon ssp. argentatum forms large carpets in P19 along with extensive carpets of 

bluebell. There is an open view into this woodland area allowing the public views of the 

extensive bluebell carpets that were just showing 

through the ivy at the time of survey.  

P13 is characterised by steep ferny slopes in 

places, the main species being Asplenium 

scolopendrium and Dryopteris dilatata. P13 could 

be the focus of a woodland walk along the river. It 

is less ecologically sensitive than the more natural 

semi-natural woodlands elsewhere along the 

Purdysburn. 

Bluebells emerging in spring at Knockbracken 

The damp soil along the stream corridor in P6 and along the Purdysburn River in P13 

supported additional woodland herbs namely Chrysosplenium oppositifolium, Angelica 

sylvestris, and Ranunculus ficaria. There is minor dumping in some plantation areas notably 

in P6 and P13 where horse manure and other litter, (e.g. wooden pallets) has been dumped. 

Despite the threats to these historic plantations, they are of high scenic value at the site and 

landscape levels and forms part of an important wildlife migration corridor for wildlife that 

stretches right up to the Lagan Valley Regional Park several kilometers downstream.  
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An interesting plantation area occurs in the open area around the two derelict churches on 

Scoot Hill (P20-P23). It consists of open woodland with no understorey layer probably due to 

the fact that it has been grazed by horses in recent years, initially by donkeys and goats 

owned by the Redbridge Organic Farm and more recently by equines owned by the Burn 

Equestrian Centre. The area between the trees is grazed to a close sward. However the 

grassland sward is relatively species-rich consisting of a mosaic of grassland and woodland 

herbs. There are extensive bluebells in places and many fine oaks. Other mature trees 

include Scots pine, beech, sycamore, larch, lime and ash.  

Towards the western edge of this area is a defunct hedgerow of leggy hawthorn, honeysuckle 

and bramble on a bank. The hedgebank has however probably the most diverse herb flora of 

all hedgebanks on the site. Denser woodland occurs to the east of the two churches, the main 

canopy tree being Scots pine with a dense understorey of non-native shrubs namely griselinia 

and cherry laurel, together with ash saplings and dense bramble and grading into rank neutral 

grassland in more open areas.  

3.8.3 Specimen Trees 

The Tree Council of Ireland and The Irish Tree Society initiated the Tree Register of Ireland 

(TROI) project in 1999 with the aim of compiling a database of trees in Ireland. Five 

thousand two hundred trees were measured and recorded over the period 1999 to 2001. 

Many native and non-native specimen trees occur on the site between and around the 

hospital buildings. The Tree Register was consulted and no tree measurement records at 

Knockbracken Healthcare Park were found. Some of these trees may date back to the time 

when the site was part of the Purdysburn Estate (i.e. pre-1895 after which date the site 

became the Purdysburn Hospital). The trees closest to areas frequented by the public are 

subjected to regular inspections by an arboricultural consultancy for health and safety 

reasons.  

Old veteran trees with plenty of deadwood in the crowns provide ideal habitat conditions for 

rare saproxylic invertebrates and a diverse range of wood-rotting fungi while hollow trees and 

holes in branches and boles provide suitable roosting and breeding sites for bats and birds. 

Read (2000) defines the conservation value of veteran tree as follows: trees with a dbh of 

>1m (girth 3.2m) as potentially interesting. Trees with a diameter of more than 1.5m (girth 
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4.7m) are valuable in terms of conservation. Trees with a diameter of more than 2m (girth 

6.25m) are truly ancient.   

 

Veteran tree features include: 

·  Girth large for the tree species concerned 

·  Major trunk cavities or progressive hollowing 

·  Naturally forming water pools 

·  Decay holes 

·  Physical damage to trunk 

·  Bark loss 

·  Large quantity of dead wood in the canopy 

·  Sap runs 

·  Crevices in the bark, under branches or on the root plate sheltered from direct rainfall 

·  Fungal fruiting bodies (e.g. from heart rot species) 

·  High number of interdependent wildlife species. 

·  Epiphytic plants 

·  An ‘old’ look 

·  High aesthetic interest 

Many trees on the site although not conforming to this definition will eventually fulfil the 

definition of veteran tree over time if left in situ as long-term retention stands thereby 

increasing their value for faunal communities of deadwood. 

3.8.4 Hedgerows 

 

Species-rich hedgerows are the subject of their own Habitat Action Plan (EHS, 2003). The 

majority of hedges in Ireland were planted between 1750 and 1850. Townland hedges are 

considered the oldest, most ancient, hedge types in Ireland. They generally have a greater 

tree and shrub species diversity and are associated more with woodland herbs. Hedgerows 

are listed as a key characteristic of many LCAs and add to the visual appeal of the site 

especially where they are more intact.  
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Hedgerows are important habitats in their own right. Hedgerows are rich habitats for wildlife, 

including vascular plants, birds, mammals (wood mice, fox, badger, rabbit, stoat, hedgehog, 

Irish Hare and bats) and insects. Brown Long-eared Bats Plecotus auritus utilize hedgerows 

and lines of trees for commuting (Russ & Montgomery, 2001). Some of the species 

recorded in Northern Ireland hedgerows are UK or NI priority species including Whitethroat 

Sylvia communis, Linnet Carduelis cannabina and Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella, Barn 

Owl Tyto alba and the Irish Hare Lepus timidus hibernicus (EHS, 2003).  

 

In addition, Badgers commonly excavate their setts in hedgebanks, the tunnels extending 

underground out into the surrounding fields as seen at Knockbracken. Hedgerows also 

provide valuable nesting habitat and song posts for breeding birds. In Northern Ireland 36 

bird species regularly rely on hedgerows for breeding, shelter and feeding purposes. Many 

of these are listed as Irish Birds of Conservation Concern (Newton et. al., 1999). 

 

Hedgerows include elements of woodland especially woodland edge and scrub, and also of 

grassland. Consequently hedgerows support a wide range of species. Hedgerows also act 

as wildlife corridors for many species, including bats allowing dispersal and movement 

between other habitat types. Species-poor hedges are often associated with intensively 

managed lowland farmland of higher soil 

nutrient status. They also tend to be smaller and 

structurally less diverse. In Northern Ireland, 

unmanaged, dense hedges (with less than 10% 

gaps) are the most species-rich, as are those 

associated with semi-natural vegetation. Over 

half of hedgerows in Northern Ireland are  

species-poor (as on the Knockbracken site) 
                                                     

                                                    Badger sett excavated in field 

 

dominated by Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna and Ash Fraxinus excelsior.  

 

Tall wide hedges support the greatest biodiversity but on this site they are the opposite 

being intensively managed by cutting into a short box shape thereby lowering their value for 

wildlife. In contrast, tall bushy hedges cut into an A-shape provide more ecological niches 
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for a wider range of species. Historically these hedges would have been laid by hand to 

produce stock-proof hedges.  

 

The farmland hedges probably date back to the time when the site was part of the 

Purdysburn Estate but this requires confirmation by looking at old maps (e.g. OS and estate 

maps where extant) of different ages. In general there is a paucity of species in the hedges 

at Knockbracken. Most have developed gaps over the years or have been converted into 

lines of leggy trees and shrubs due to lack of appropriate management by laying or 

coppicing. When the hedgerows are cut, they are often managed using inappropriate 

machinery while the hedges are cut too frequency or the timing of cutting is incorrect 

resulting in poor hedgerow structure and the development of gaps. In addition, many of the 

hedgerows on the site have been damaged by livestock, many of the hedgebanks heavily 

poached by cattle and horses. Another cause of 

the poor species diversity in the hedgerows on 

the site is that fertilisers, have been used in the 

past right up to the bases of the hedgerows. 

This has resulted in nutrient enrichment and a 

decline in species diversity on the hedgebanks. 

 

 
                                                              

 

                                                             Defunct leggy hedgerow 

Article 10 of the Habitats Directive requires member states to encourage the management 

of hedges (and other linear features) in their land use planning and development policies 

and, in particular, with a view to improving the ecological coherence of candidate Special 

Areas of Conservation (cSACs) and Special Protection Areas (SPAs). This is borne to bear 

in the Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 which 

recognises that such linear features are essential for the migration, dispersal and genetic 

exchange of wild species. Planning and Policy Statement: Planning & Nature Conservation, 

(PPS2), (DOE, 1997) further encourages the development of policies for the management 

of hedgerows. 
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The decline of traditionally managed hedges in Northern Ireland is due to lack of time, 

manpower and the cost involved. It is to be hoped that funding can be sourced for the 

rehabilitation of these hedges before they disappear completely from this historic landscape. 

Grants for hedgerow rehabilitation are now available under the Countryside Management 

Scheme (CMS) administered by the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development 

(DARD).  

 

Under the CMS, a five-year site-specific ‘field boundary restoration’ management plan is 

drawn up for the farm. CMS requires that all hedgerows on the farm are managed according 

to a ‘hedgerow code of practice’, aimed at maintaining and enhancing biodiversity. 

Guidance on hedgerow management is given in the DARD booklets ‘Field boundaries in the 

landscape’, ‘A hedgerow code of practice’, ‘Hedges, planting and aftercare’, ‘Managing 

gappy and overgrown hedges’, ‘Field boundaries and wildlife’ and ‘Managing roadside 

hedges’. Information sheets on hedgerow management, provided primarily for participants 

in agri-environment schemes, are also made available to landowners. DARD also organizes 

practical experience in hedgerow management techniques on focus farms for agri-

environment scheme participants. Future Health Trust Tender documents should require 

landscape contractors be au fait with proper hedgerow management techniques as outlined 

in DARD guidance documents before servicing a landscape contract for the site. In-house 

landscape maintenance staff, should also be fully trained in these management techniques. 

As stated earlier in this section, the hedgerows on this site were largely species-poor, the 

main woody species being hawthorn with occasional cherry laurel and ash saplings, 

snowberry, beech, dog-rose, privet, and elder with flowering ivy locally frequent. Hedgerow 

trees were generally rare but included the occasional mature beech, ash and sycamore 

(e.g. in hedges H9-H12). These trees provide song posts and breeding, feeding and shelter 

for birds. The biodiversity map (Figure 1) divides hedges into relatively good quality hedges 

(H1-H12) that reached up to 4m in height and defunct gappy hedges (DH1-DH17) generally 

cut into a box shape about 1.5m tall. On account of the large number of gaps in these 

defunct hedges, they have been reinforced with barbed wire to keep the livestock in the 

fields. These defunct hedges have a negative visual impact on the landscape of the site.  

The limited number of herbs on the hedgebanks due to poaching damage by livestock and 

over-fertilisation of the hedgebanks included Dryopteris dilatata, Hedera helix, Rumex 
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acetosa, Taraxacum officinale, and Urtica dioica. There is however the possibility that some 

species on some hedgebanks may have been missed due to the time of year of survey. 

However it is most unlikely that the species diversity will appreciably increase upon resurvey 

given the extremely poached nature of some hedgebanks.  

The most species-rich hedgebank occurred on Scoot Hill. Herbs on this bank included 

Dryopteris dilatata, Geranium robertianum, Digitalis purpurea, Ranunculus ficaria, 

Polystichum setiferum, Dryopteris filix-mas, Veronica chamaedrys, Hyacinthoides non-

scripta, Silene dioica, Festuca rubra, Viola riviniana, and the mosses Mnium hornum, 

Thuidium tamariscinum and Isothecium myosuroides. There are also some hedges of non-

native species within the formal planting areas on the site around the new buildings. These 

tend to be denser and therefore of at least some value for nesting birds. Many of the field 

boundaries consist of fences. It is recommended to plant new hedges in the positions 

labelled NH1-NH13 on the biodiversity map to ensure the continuity of wildlife corridors and 

to link all habitats throughout the site as far as possible. The rehabilitation of existing 

hedges and the creation of new ones will also enhance the visual appeal of the site and 

provide shelter for livestock. 

3.8.5 Scrub 

 

Mortimer et al. (2000) define scrub as follows ‘all stages from the scattered bushes to 

closed canopy vegetation, dominated by locally native or non-native shrubs and tree 

saplings, usually less than 5 m tall, occasionally with a few scattered trees’. Scrub includes 

wet scrub (carr), scrub in the uplands and lowlands (including wood edge habitats), 

montane scrub and coastal scrub. Scrub supports its own assemblages of a number of 

faunal groups. In addition, scrub areas along linear features such as watercourses and 

transport corridors are used by a number of species as links between fragmented habitats 

as well as feeding and breeding areas for small populations of mammals, birds and 

invertebrates. Scrub if not managed very often turns into woodland by natural succession. 

Scrub in some cases can damage the conservation interest of other habitats for example 

when it spreads and shades out semi-natural grassland. 

 

The main areas of scrub at Knockbracken are concentrated along the Purdsyburn River in 

mosaic with short unimproved neutral grassland. The main woody species in the scrub were 
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hawthorn, blackthorn, elder and rusty willow. The critical factor in conservation management 

is the need for long-term management to create and maintain the desired balance between 

the scrub and the open grassland areas as very often the same invertebrate and bird 

species depend on both habitat types for their feeding and breeding requirements.  These 

habitat mosaics are especially important within intensively farmed landscapes, where they 

provide a refuge for a variety of common species. Scrub edges are more complex and 

diverse than within the scrub stand, and are occupied by a wider range of plant and animal 

species. Woodland scrub allows the establishment of a core of trees growing amongst the 

scrub layer, which provide a nucleus of seed that encourages a rapid succession to 

woodland. By this natural succession process, scrub within the Minnowburn SLNCI will 

eventually become woodland. 

 

Hawthorn scrub dominates neutral soils, usually on derelict land, abandoned arable or 

pastureland, hedges and the verges of transport corridors. It usually grows alongside 

Blackthorn, Elder and Elm. On deeper fertile soil for example, Blackthorn becomes the 

dominant scrub species. Gorse scrub occurs on patches of acidic soils within areas 

normally characterised by neutral or calcareous soils. For example, gorse occurs on poorer 

soils along the Purdsyburn River at the south-western side of the site. Botanically, gorse 

scrub is species-poor but is favoured by such birds as the Stonechat. Although not seen 

during the present survey it is expected that the site supports this bird species. Elder scrub 

occurs in some of the woodland blocks on the Knockbracken site. It is often found around 

rabbit warrens (favoured by its low palatability to rabbits and by the nutrient-enriched 

conditions) as single species stands, or often in association with sycamore and bramble. It 

is also found around badger setts. 

 

The scrub within the Purdysburn River corridor at Knockbracken is considered of high 

conservation value for the following reasons:  

 

·  It consists of native species of local provenance 

·  Has a diverse species composition, age and physical structure 

·  Forms a mosaic with other habitats of relatively unimproved neutral grassland of 

conservation value (e.g. relatively unimproved neutral grassland). 
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The scrub along the Purdsyburn River will eventually convert to full-canopied mixed 

ashwoods over time by natural succession as described above.  As it stands at present, it 

acts as valuable breeding, and feeding habitat as well as shelter for birds, mammals and 

invertebrates.  

 

The site also contains scrub of low conservation value, i.e. it contains non-native invasive 

species, with a poor species composition, age and physical structure. For example, the 

scrub within the open areas of the plantation woodland consisting of such invasive species 

as cherry laurel and rhododendron falls into this category. Removal of the non-native scrub 

is vital in that it tends to shade out the native herb layer in these plantation areas. 

 

A small area of scrub occurs near the stable yard (S1) consisting of privet, snowberry, 

dense flowering ivy, elder and cherry laurel with the occasional mature ash and scattered 

bramble. Although containing non-native species, areas such as these provide valuable 

nesting and feeding sites for birds and should be retained. 

 

As already mentioned, scrub can occur in mosaic with other habitats that add to the 

conservation value of the site. Scattered scrub of gorse, willow, dog-rose and bramble also 

occurs in mosaic with damp species-poor semi-improved grassland at the northern end of 

the site (labeled F1-F3 on the biodiversity map), the latter with a species composition of 

Dactylis glomerata, Vicia sepium, Ranunculus repens, Agrostis capillaris, Holcus lanatus, 

Taraxacum officinale, Centaurea nigra, Stellaria uliginosa, Plantago lanceolata, Rumex 

acetosa, and Festuca rubra, with patches of Juncus effusus in damper spots. The grassland 

is disturbed in places as evident by the presence of Rumex obtusifolius, and Cirsium 

vulgare. Another area of this mosaic (F4) occurs directly opposite the Burn Equestrian 

Centre. Management for all these areas will involve ensuring that the current balance 

between the grassland and scrub is maintained by controlled grazing with livestock. Advice 

on stocking rates can be obtained from DARD Countryside Management Branch after a site 

visit.  

 

There is also a wetter area of a rusty willow scrub/marshy grassland mosaic at the northern 

end of the site (L1 on the biodiversity map) with a Juncus effusus/Juncus acutiflorus cover 

that reaches 80%. Other species in the rank sward included Lychnis flos-cuculi, Carex sp., 



 42 

Ranunculus acris, Vicia sepium, Cardamine pratensis, Epilobium palustre, Agrostis 

stolonifera mats, Ranunculus repens and Ranunculus flammula, the latter very abundant in 

places. Management of this area will require controlled grazing to reduce the density of the 

rushes and prevent the area scrubbing over. 

Again guidance on stocking rates is available 

from DARD Countryside Management Branch 

staff. 
                                                 

 

 

                               Scrub/marshy grassland mosaic  

3.8.6 Grasslands 

Introduction 

 

Semi-natural grasslands are defined here as plant communities where a high proportion of 

the vegetation consists of a mixture of native grasses and dicotyledonous herbs where 

woody shrubs are largely absent and where vegetation height is normally less than one 

metre. 

 

Different types of lowland semi-natural grassland vary in the numbers of plant species which 

they support per unit area (species-richness). Species richness is often used by 

conservationists as a criterion for assessing the nature conservation value of grasslands. 

Species density/richness is low in very highly stressed or harsh environments, for example 

highly disturbed or very arid areas and also paradoxically in very fertile situations, for 

example areas with deep, well-drained soils with a high nutrient availability. Most species-

rich communities, including many types of calcareous and neutral grassland (as on the 

Knockbracken site) occur in areas of intermediate fertility where competitive species are 

unable to thrive.  
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Management such as cutting and grazing play a part in maintaining species-richness by 

preventing a build-up of soil nutrients and in limiting the ability of competitive species to 

achieve dominance. Conversely, application of fertiliser to species-rich grassland, for 

example, has the opposite effect, decreasing species-richness, enhancing the ability of 

competitive species to thrive and increasing the standing crop. Another threat to semi-

natural grassland is encroachment by scrub.  

 

Grasslands are dependent on continuity of management to maintain their nature 

conservation value. Cessation of grazing and/or cutting ultimately results in natural 

succession towards scrub and secondary woodland with a consequent loss of nature 

conservation interest associated with grasslands as outlined in the section on scrub above 

where the scrub along the Purdysburn will eventually shade out the areas of unimproved 

neutral grassland if not controlled. The species composition of the neutral grasslands along 

the Purdysburn River has not been substantially modified by intensive cultivation or the 

regular use of inorganic fertilizers and herbicides, a factor that ensured that they were 

placed within the boundary of the proposed Minnowsburn SLNCI.  

 

The grassland in the enclosed fields elsewhere on the site is generally of less conservation 

interest being rather species-poor. Historically some of this grassland was not always 

permanent pasture. Until recent years, it was utilized, to grow a wide range of arable crops 

(including green cover crops) by the Redbridge Organic Farm. The ploughing ridges are still 

visible in some of the fields adjoining the Purdysburn River providing evidence of this former 

landuse. When funding ceased, the farm closed and the land was partly leased to local 

farmers on a short-term lease (conacre) for cattle grazing and partly to the Burn Equestrian 

Centre for horse pasture. The fields have been fertilized to varying degrees depending on 

the particular needs of the farmer to improve the productivity of the sward. However the 

fields leased by the Burn Equestrian Centre have not been fertilized to any great extent in 

recent years. Management of these fields only involves spot treatment of weeds such as 

ragwort that is poisonous to horses. The control of such noxious weeds is a requirement 

under the Noxious Weeds (Northern Ireland) Order 1977. The horses and ponies are 

rotated from one field to another to ensure that the pasture in each field is ‘rested’ as far as 

practical. However during very wet weather, some of the fields get heavily poached in places 

especially at gates. These equines are only kept in the fields for exercise, their main food 



 44 

source being haylage that is brought in from outside. One of the fields opposite the arena is 

used as a warm-up field.  

 

The ponies also graze the relatively unimproved grassland between the parkland trees on 

Scoot Hill. The full compliment of species in the sward could not be determined at this time of 

year therefore it is recommended that the grassland flora in this area (and over the whole site) 

is allowed to flower by excluding all grazing animals to facilitate a full species list to be drawn 

up for this area by an experienced ecologist.  

 

Information on the plant and animal communities present is required to establish the 

conservation objectives at a site and to interpret the ecological conditions which management 

should create, or maintain, in order to sustain/increase key individuals/communities. Simple 

species lists on their own are of very limited value as an information tool, because they give 

no indication of the relative abundance of species or where sensitive species occur. Due to 

the time of year of survey it was not possible for any of the sites to be surveyed in detail with 

many species likely to have been missed and therefore very specific management 

prescriptions cannot be made at this stage. Nevertheless, broad management options for all 

sites can be outlined. What options are ultimately chosen for each grassland parcel can only 

be decided after more detailed surveys are carried out at a more appropriate time of year (i.e. 

June).  

 

In addition to the repeat botanical survey, it is also sensible to carry out a detailed soil survey 

to determine the exact nutrient content of the soil in order to determine how much nutrient 

removal is required in order to establish some of the more species-rich grasslands. Nutrients 

can be removed by cutting and subsequent removal of the mowings. In very nutrient-enriched 

swards, nutrients can be removed by topsoil stripping with subsequent mowing of an 

appropriate wildflower mixture. Other soil parameters should also be measured namely soil 

depth, structure, texture, moisture, pH and organic matter content.  

 

It is recommended that the target community chosen is one of the grassland types that are 

the subject of its own HAP for example lowland hay meadow (within the limitations of the 

availability of a soil type suited to that habitat) in order to contribute to the habitat creation and 

restoration targets set out in the relevant plan.   



 45 

 

Finally when the most suitable grassland type for a given area is chosen, the sward requires 

long-term monitoring with fixed quadrats (sampling frames) to determine whether the target 

grassland community has been successfully created or restored on the site. Attributes of the 

sward that could be monitored are: sward height, structure and cover and species 

composition and diversity including the presence of desirable and undesirable species). The 

monitoring results will outline if any action needs to be done to ensure that the target 

grassland community is established and maintained in the long-term. It is essential that the 

Health Trust sets aside funds from their existing landscape maintenance budget to facilitate 

this monitoring and any long-term management actions required.   

Improved grassland 

The areas of improved pasture (I1-I17) on the site, correspond to the National Vegetation 

Classification (NVC) community MG6 Lolium perenne - Cynosurus cristatus: improved 

permanent grassland. Much of the pasture leased by the Burn Equestrian Centre is species-

poor improved grassland and was rather poached in places at the time of survey due to 

heavy rain. Other species only rarely occasionally occur within the sward including Senecio 

jacobaea, Ranunculus repens, Agrostis capillaris, Ranunculus repens and the mosses 

Eurhynchium praelongum, and Calliergonella cuspidata. It is the major permanent pasture 

type in lowland Britain, often developing by the action of fertilisers, herbicides and drainage 

on many other grassland types.  

 

Some of the fields contain another improved grassland NVC community MG7 Lolium 

perenne: reseeded grassland. This is the major and ubiquitous sown grassland type in Britain 

and like MG6 is of low conservation value on account of the paucity of species characteristic 

of semi-natural grassland in the sward.  It is derived from the improvement of other grassland 

and peatland types by ploughing, seeding with Lolium perenne and subsequent spreading of 

fertiliser and lime. At Knockbracken these improved grassland types are currently grazed by 

cattle outside the winter months and by horses all-year round.  

 

Improved grassland is a widespread habitat throughout Northern Ireland in areas of intensive 

agriculture and occur sporadically within the Castlereagh Slopes LCA at lower altitudes. In 

some areas of the site, the improved grassland is transitional to species-poor semi-improved 
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grassland (G1-G6 on the biodiversity map) (largely leased by the Burn Equestrian centre for 

grazing) and marshy grassland (U1) representing the partial improvement of these grassland 

types. The former consists of a Lolium perenne/Cynosuros cristatus-dominated sward with 

patches of Senecio jacobaea, Rumex obtusifolius, Cerastium fontanum, Agrostis capillaris, 

Ranunculus repens, Prunella vulgaris, Bellis perennis and the moss Rhytidiadelphus 

squarrosus.  

The distribution of these improved grassland types has ebbed and flowed across the site 

over the years with changing economic circumstances. The two improved fields south-west 

of the CVNI nursery used to be part of the Redbridge Organic Farm that provided training in 

horticulture for mental health patients. The Redbridge Organic Farm was set up by the 

Shadow Trust in partnership with the South & East Belfast Health and Social Services Trust 

(now the Belfast Trust). It started operations in the mid-1990s but closed down at the start of 

this century due to lack of funding. These fields once grew organic soft fruit. Green cover 

crops were used as fertiliser and in one year turkey manure. Nubian Goats, Jacob Sheep 

and also donkeys from a sanctuary in Co. Cork were kept in one field largely as pets. The 

total land leased by the farm was around 6-6.5 ha (15-16 acres). Although currently 

species-poor these improved fields could become more species-rich with a change in 

grassland management practices.  

Poor semi-improved grassland 

Full improvement of grassland is an expensive operation and in many situations physical 

factors make it non-viable from a commercial point of view, although where re-seeding is 

not economically justified, productivity can be given a partial boost by dressing the existing 

sward with artificial fertiliser. This is what appears to have been done on some of the fields 

at Knockbracken Healthcare Park. Such grasslands are described as being semi-improved 

and are usually characterised by the presence of more species in the sward, especially 

grasses, than fully improved sown grassland. They will probably still have the characteristic 

dark-green colour and lush growth habit associated with improvement but will usually 

contain a wider range of dicotyledonous plants, albeit commoner species (e.g. buttercups 

Ranunculus spp., Agrostis capillaris, Holcus lanatus, Cerastium fontanum, dandelions 

Taraxacum spp., common sorrel Rumex acetosa and broad-leaved dock Rumex 
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obtusifolius). It can occur on more mineral better-drained clay-rich soils but it also occurs on 

peaty soils by reclamation of the peat through ploughing, seeding, fertilisation and liming.   

This grassland type is often of relatively low conservation value on account of these 

management practices that militate against the establishment of a species-rich sward, 

lacking the diversity of typical species of more intact examples of the priority grassland 

habitat types that are the subject of HAPs such as lowland hay meadow and calcareous 

grassland. However ranker examples provide cover for small mammal populations that in 

turn are the food source for large birds of prey and other mammals. Areas of this grassland 

type (B1-B2) have been taped off as they have been earmarked for species richness 

enhancement of the grassland sward by appropriate management. Common species in this 

grassland type included Dactylis glomerata, Festuca rubra, Ranunculus acris, Agrostis 

capillaris, Holcus lanatus, Rumex crispus, Plantago lanecolata, Holcus lanatus, Senecio 

jacobaea, Vicia sepium, Taraxacum officinale, Ranunculus repens, Lolium perenne, 

Cardamine pratensis, Rumex acetosa and the moss Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus.  There 

are small areas of poor semi-improved grassland on the banks surrounding the sports field 

(B5-B6) and a ranker example north of the stable yard (B7) with occasional young gorse 

through the sward. Currently all these areas of this grassland type are not subject to any 

management. 

Amenity grassland 

The areas of amenity grassland (AG1-AG60) were very species-poor at the time of survey 

lacking the typical species of any of the semi-natural priority grassland habitat types that are 

the subject of their own HAPs. It is however likely that some species have been missed 

during this survey as the aerial parts of many species will have died down over the winter. A 

repeat survey at the ideal time of year for surveying grasslands (i.e. June) will ascertain its 

true conservation value. However past fertilisation of any of the amenity grassland areas will 

certainly not have helped in maintaining a species-rich sward.  

At the time of survey, the species composition of the amenity grassland areas varied from 

one area to another but typical species included Lolium perenne, and Festuca rubra as the 

main grasses with occasional Rumex acetosa, Ranunculus repens, Luzula campestris, 

Alopecuros pratensis, Hypochoeris radicata, Taraxacum officinale agg., Cerastium 
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fontanum, Ranunculus ficaria, Agrostis capillaris, Cardamine pratensis and wefts of the 

moss Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus. The amenity grassland at all sites is subjected to regular 

mowing during the growing season. If mowings are left in situ then this results in the 

nutrients in the mowings going straight back into the sward militating against the 

improvement of the species diversity in the sward as well as well as being costly to 

maintain. In contrast a species-rich summer flowering meadow may be costly to establish 

(depending on the seed mixture chosen), but has low maintenance costs in the long-term as 

it generally only requires cutting once a year.  

Marshy grassland 

Marshy grasslands occur on generally peaty or highly organic soils with some mineral 

content and soligenous (flushed) influence on level ground or gentle slopes. The soils range 

from acid (pH 4) to moderately base-rich (pH 7.5).  The water table is normally close to the 

surface for much of the year. Typically, these grasslands are used for summer cattle 

grazing. The marshy grassland on the Gransha site appears to correspond to the NVC 

community M23 Juncus effusus/acutiflorus - Galium palustre rush-pasture. This is a 

widespread but local vegetation community on wet, moderately acid to neutral peaty and 

mineral soils in the cool and wet lowlands and upland fringes of northern and western 

Britain. Some of the marshy grassland on this site may also correspond to NVC MG10 

Holcus lanatus - Juncus effusus: rush pasture. This is ubiquitous throughout the British 

lowlands, commonly developing by invasion of Juncus into NVC MG6 Lolium perenne-

Cynosuros cristatus grassland and NVC MG7 Lolium perenne leys and related grasslands, 

where drainage becomes impeded. These two communities are described in the improved 

grasslands section above. 

 

This grassland type varies in its conservation value depending on the species richness of 

individual parcels. Marshy grassland can be relatively species-rich if it has not been subjected 

to a fertilisation treatment or is protected from runoff of artificial fertilisers from adjacent 

agricultural land. On the Knockbracken site it occurs in mosaic with scrub at the northern end 

of the site (U1 on the biodiversity map). In some areas of NI, this habitat type is very common 

e.g. in Fermanagh but is vulnerable to excessive nutrient input. It is sometimes converted to 

intensively managed grassland by fertilization or is ploughed up and re-sown with Lolium 

perenne to produce the improved grassland habitats described above.  
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As a result of current and past agricultural reclamation practices marshy grassland may only 

contain a limited number of species being dominated by Holcus lanatus and Juncus effusus, 

Juncus acutiflorus and Ranunculus repens. However the less improved sward within U1 

supports additional species namely Galium palustre Viola palustris, Carex sp., Cardamine 

pratensis, Ranunculus flammula, and Rumex acetosa. This parcel is representative of its type 

but is species-poor compared to other rush-dominated grassland types found elsewhere in 

Northern Ireland. If properly managed however, it could potentially provide valuable wintering 

habitat for waders such as Snipe, the former observed to utilise this habitat type on the site. 

The most important factors determining the suitability of sites as breeding or wintering 

localities for birds are: i) water table height; ii) substrate type; iii) soil moisture levels; iv) 

duration and extent of inundation at specific times of the year; v) maintenance of low 

intensity agricultural management; vi) vegetation structure; and vii) lack of human 

disturbance. Grassland structure is generally much more important for birds than the 

botanical composition of the sward. It is recommended that the farmland on this site is 

entered into the CMS where payments can be received for managing the marshy grassland 

for snipe under the breeding wader option.  Regardless of its species composition, this 

marshy grassland/scrub mosaic adds to the visual variety of the site. 

Neutral grassland  

Neutral grassland is mostly found within enclosed field systems on moist mineral soils with a 

pH between 5 and 6.5. They do not normally occur on soils which combine extremes of 

acidity or alkalinity with extremes of wetness and dryness. They tend therefore to be absent 

from excessively free-draining soils of high pH and low pH and from water-logged soils of 

high pH or low pH. Suitable soil conditions occur widely over level and slightly undulating 

ground throughout the Irish lowlands. However, largely as a result of 20th century 

agricultural improvement, unimproved semi-natural neutral grasslands are now very scarce 

and few individual sites exceed 20 hectares in extent. Neutral grasslands are normally used 

for hay production and/or grazing. On this site however, the more species-rich shorter sward 

stands (NG4-NG10) occur in mosaic with scrub along the Purdysburn River and on Scoot 

Hill (NG3, NG11-NG14).  
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The closely-grazed species-rich neutral grassland along the Purdysburn River has a 

species composition of Luzula campestris, Hypocheris radicata, Festuca rubra, Senecio 

jacobaea, Carex flacca, Cerastium fontanum, Prunella vulgaris, Veronica chamaedrys, 

Rumex acetosa, Ranunculus repens, Plantago lanceolata, Trifolium repens, Cirsium 

arvense, Polygala sp., Leontodon sp., Bellis perennis, Juncus effusus, Agrostis capillaris, 

Dactylis glomerata, Ranunculus acris, Vicia sp., Potentilla sterilis and the mosses 

Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus and Scleropodium purum. Management of these areas will 

involve preventing the bordering scrub from encroaching onto the neutral grassland and 

shading out the characteristic grassland flora.  

The short sward neutral grassland (NG3, NG11-NG14) on Scoot Hill between the widely 

spaced specimen trees comprised Ranunculus repens, Agrostis capillaris, Trifolium repens, 

Cerastium fontanum, Prunella vulgaris, Veronica chamaedrys, Ranunculus acris and 

Festuca rubra with scattered clumps of bramble in places.  

Ranker examples of neutral grassland occur in small pockets between hospital buildings 

(NG1-NG2).  These latter two areas have a species composition of Holcus lanatus, Festuca 

rubra, Rumex acetosa, Taraxacum officinale agg., Lolium perenne, Plantago lanecolata, 

Cerastium fontanum, Bellis perennis, Centaurea nigra, Agrostis capillaris, Arrhenatherum 

elatius, Trifolium pretense, Stellaria uliginosa, Ranunculus repens, Cardamine pratensis, 

Hypochoeris radicata, Senecio jacobaea, and extensive wefts of Rhytidiadelphus 

squarrosus and Scleropodium purum.  

3.8.7 Disturbed or cultivated ground 

An old track (CL1) enclosed by an old ivy-covered wall (that may date back to the time of 

the old Purdysburn Estate and therefore of historical interest) on one side and a defunct ash 

and hawthorn hedge on the other has been infilled with rubble and spoil. The disturbed 

ground supports a diverse range of ruderals including Petasites fragrans, Urtica dioica, 

Anthriscus sylvestris, Vicia sepium, Galium aparine, Rumex obtusifolius, Epilobium ciliatum, 

Ranunculus repens and Heracleum sphondylium. The corridor becomes scrubbier at its 

western end with extensive areas of bramble in places. If cleared this corridor could form 

part of a nature trail.  
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Another area of disturbed/cultivated ground (CL2) lies within the proposed Purdysburn 

Hospital SLNCI. In this case it consists of recently ploughed up species-rich neutral 

grassland. Ruderals on the bare soil included Epilobium ciliatum, Sonchus oleraceous and 

Cirsium arvense. This field is bordered by estate woodland, dense scrub and a roadside 

defunct hedge. It is recommended that this area is sown with a corn field mixture or flax 

mixture in spring to provide abundant seeds for such as farmland birds as House Sparrow, 

Goldfinch and Yellowhammer that are in serious decline due to the steady reduction in the 

area of cereals grown with the subsequent loss of stubble fields. These stubble fields with 

their abundant spilt grains and weed seeds have traditionally been important winter food 

sources for these birds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Recently ploughed field south-east corner of Knockbracken     

3.8.8 Running Water  

There are a number of streams on the site whose courses are marked on the habitat map 

as solid dark blue lines. The main watercourse is the Purdysburn River that partly flows 

through the proposed Minnowburn and Purdy’s Burn SLNCIs. It flows roughly north-west out 

of the site through Hydebank and Belvoir Hospital and then westwards to eventually enter 

the River Lagan. Where it runs through the site, the channel is clogged with fallen tree 

trunks in some areas. The substrate of the bed of this shallow stream is often rocky. The 

widest sections of this stream corridor are no more than a few metres wide. A series of 

small waterfalls along its length where it flows through the site adds to the visual appeal of 

this river. 
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3.8.9 Formal planting areas  

Scattered shrubberies, young plantings, tree lines and hedges of mainly non-native garden 

species occur throughout the site either around the existing buildings or within small formal 

gardens (e.g. gardens are attached to the psychotherapy unit and the Singing Kettle café). In 

addition to their decorative purpose, formal gardens are an ideal conduit through which 

people can first encounter, and be encouraged to investigate further, the natural world. Some 

of these non-native garden plants are known to attract at least some of the more common 

species of fauna by providing valuable breeding and feeding habitat, shelter and cover as well 

as adding to the visual landscape of the site. They are subject to normal garden maintenance 

activities on the site such as pruning, fertilisation etc. as necessary. 

3.8.10 Plant Nurseries 

There are two nurseries on the site. One is located near the headquarters of the Northern 

Ireland Ambulance Service and is run by Conservation Northern Ireland as a wildflower 

nursery. The second is an abandoned derelict nursery consisting of five polytunnels 

surrounded by scattered garden shrubs, ruderal 

species and rank grassland. The latter was run 

by Bryson House until its closure a few years 

ago due to lack of funding. Bryson House are 

currently seeking new uses for this area and it is 

suggested that new community allotments be set 

up in this area.                                                           

                                                            

                                                            CVNI wildflower nursery 

3.9 MAMMALS 

The main findings of the mammal survey are as follows: 

 

As was to be expected from such a large site that is part of the wider countryside, many field 

signs were encountered that indicate a high level of usage by mammals. These range from 

nest sites to faeces, hair and signs of feeding to actual mammal sightings. Brown rat, grey 
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squirrel and fox were all seen during fieldwork. Evidence of fox and badger was found at 

numerous locations throughout the site. 

 

Although there are small areas with rougher and less intensively managed grassland, the vast 

majority of formal lawns appear to be intensively managed and frequently cut, providing little 

interest for mammals.  

 

Many of the planted woodland patches amongst the buildings consist of non-native species of 

trees and shrubs. Native varieties would be of greater benefit to our native mammals. Planting 

seems to have happened at a very high density, leaving little space for an understorey to 

develop and leaving trees to struggle for space and light. 

 

A certain amount of litter was encountered during the survey work, posing a potential threat to 

small mammals, which can get easily trapped in discarded bottles, cans etc. 

 

Although there are major roads to the north and east, much of the site has a permeable 

boundary with the adjacent countryside, allowing mammals to travel freely for the purpose of 

feeding, breeding and dispersal. This link with the surrounding area is vital, since this on its 

own could not sustain a healthy mammal population. The territories of the badgers and foxes 

recorded during this survey are almost certainly crossing the boundaries of the site surveyed. 

 

Some of the planted shelterbelts would be more beneficial as wildlife corridors if they had 

something akin to an understorey, which would provide additional cover for mammals. 

Currently, the ground at the tree bases is very bare and often poached by livestock.  

 

The best habitat for bats was the trees within the perimeter woodlands of the site and the 

isolated pockets of trees nearer the site entrance. This site with its extensive areas of open 

amenity grassland is well suited for Leisler’s bats because this species likes to fly and feed 

high over open areas. No bat evidence was found on any of the buildings but it is very likely 

roosts are present as many of the buildings are old enough to have cracks and crevices. 

Bats likely to use this site are Common Pipistrelle, Soprano Pipistrelle and Leisler’s bat.  

Whiskered bats may also be present as they like open areas with trees. A more 

comprehensive bat survey at a more ideal time of year (i.e. the summer months) is highly 
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recommended to get a clearer picture of the bat species utilising this site for roosting and 

feeding. 

 

All main mammal survey observations are detailed in Appendix 4a , which contains all survey 

observations, even those not directly related to mammal activities. Observations were digitally 

plotted on the biodiversity map (M1-M51) as a separate GIS layer on the biodiversity map 

(Figure 1).  

3.10 BIRDS 

The main findings of the bird survey are as follows: 

 

A total of 31 bird species were recorded across all the habitats surveyed at Knockbracken 

during the winter survey. The most numerous bird species were the rook and the jackdaw, 

due to the abundance of suitable nesting and foraging habitat for these species on the site. 

The birds (including no. of individuals) found during the survey are shown in Appendix 5a 

(Table 1), together with their ‘Birds of Conservation Concern’ status in the UK and Ireland of 

each of these species, and whether any are considered priority species at the UK or NI 

levels. Notable species have been mapped using codes unique to each species on the 

biodiversity map (Figure 1) . A list of these codes is presented in the bird survey 

methodology section of this report (Section 2.3.3) . 

 

Woodland bird species were well represented on the site due to the presence of both mature 

and recently planted woodland. There was a good range of birds of the tit and finch families. 

These birds require a supply of insect and seed food throughout the year, the supply of 

which will be increased by the measures outlined in the recommendations. The woodland 

areas are likely to support several members of the migratory warbler family during the 

summer months. Farmland bird species were poorly represented on the site due to a lack of 

habitat diversity on the farmed areas. In addition, the intensively managed grassland on the 

site, and on adjacent lands, is typical of large areas of Northern Ireland’s farmland, resulting 

in a habitat unsupportive of avian diversity. This however increases the potential 

conservation value of the hospital site, as the recommended improvements will benefit birds 

both on the site, and on the surrounding farmland.  Parkland bird species (i.e. birds which 

favour a matrix of woodland and open grass areas) were present in good numbers. 



 55 

Members of the crow and thrush families thrive in this environment. There was rook nest 

building activity in trees beside the main entrance. This may develop, as the spring 

progresses, into a rookery. The threatened song thrush was present, and is likely to breed 

on the site during the summer months. Aquatic species were absent during the survey due 

to the scarcity of suitable habitat on site. The recommended pond and river management 

proposals should improve the situation for these species. 

3.11 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Knockbracken Healthcare Park if well managed can act as a wildlife haven by providing 

good quality habitats that are missing in the surrounding suburban and urban areas near the 

site. The current trend on Northern Ireland’s farms since the 1950s has generally been 

towards intensive agriculture that has had a detrimental affect on biodiversity. This however 

raises the potential conservation value of less intensively farmed areas where fragments of 

habitats of high conservation value survive.  The benefits of conservation work extend to a 

wider audience than just the wildlife on the site. The health and therapeutic benefits of the 

grounds for patients, staff, visitors and local people, are significant.  

 

The recommendations for biodiversity protection and enhancement are based on the 

management and creation of suitable habitats based on the premise that a greater diversity 

of habitats will support a greater diversity of birds and mammals by providing the necessary 

nesting and feeding resources. The recommendations reflect the conservation priorities in 

the surrounding landscape as set out in nature conservation legislation and policy 

documents produced by the statutory environmental and planning agencies. The legislative 

and policy framework is set out in Section 1.4.  Feedback from consultees has also been 

taken into account when designing measures to enhance the biodiversity value of the sites. 

As there are intimate interactions between flora and fauna, it was considered prudent not to 

suggest enhancement measures separately for habitats, mammals and birds but to integrate 

them together as far as possible. Where this has not been possible, additional 

recommendations are listed in Section 3.12.  In devising enhancement measures due 

cognisance has been made of the following legal, operational and resource constraints: 

 

·  Works adjacent to or within designated sites require consent from EHS. Although there 

are no SACs, SPAs, NNRs or ASSIs within the Knockbracken Healthcare Park, a 
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number of proposed SLNCIs occur within or adjacent to this site. These have been 

listed in the Draft Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015. There has already been 

damage carried out to the proposed Purdysburn Hospital SLNCI to facilitate the 

construction of the Shannon Clinic. In addition, one of the fields in this proposed 

SLNCI has been ploughed up with the resultant disturbance of some of the relatively 

species-rich neutral grassland. If adopted in the plan, specific planning policies will be 

applied to development proposals on those sites.  

·  The Rivers Agency, as the statutory Drainage and Flood Protection Authority for 

Northern Ireland are responsible for maintaining the effective drainage function of 

designated watercourses under the Drainage (Northern Ireland) Order 1973 

(amended by The Drainage (Amendment) (Northern Ireland) Order 2005).  Some 

conservation management activities near rivers designated may require consent from 

Rivers Agency. Under Schedule 6 of this Order, no works that would interfere with 

the flow of any watercourse can be carried out without the consent of Rivers 

Agency.  

·  Conservation management costs - each Health Trust will have a set budget for 

landscape maintenance at each site. Conservation actions have a cost in terms of 

labour and materials. Some of the recommendations suggest a change in 

management of the existing habitats that in the long-term will result in landscape 

maintenance cost savings. For example, replacing the current high cutting frequency of 

the amenity grassland areas with a single cut per year as part of the management of a 

summer wildflower meadow can potentially result in significant savings in time and 

monetary resources that can be redirected to other conservation management 

activities on the site. In addition, payments can be obtained by entering some or all of 

the existing farmland into the CMS thus providing funding for conservation 

management.    

·  Tenancy – existing tenancy agreements are not conducive to the successful 

implementation of practical conservation measures on the sites. An example is where 

grasslands leased from the Health Trust are fertilised every year by the lessee thus 

militating against the establishment of a more species-rich grassland sward. A solution 

is to extend the lease length to at least 5 years on all sites to allow entry into the CMS 

scheme. This scheme provides payments for positive nature conservation actions. 
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Alternatively, the lease can specify that the farmland must be farmed according to 

conservation management objectives without entering the CMS. 

·  Proposed new developments – much of this site is zoned for Employment/Industry in 

the Draft Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015.� ����� �����	� 
������ 
��� ����

���������� �
� ��
����
��� 

��������� �  If new developments go ahead it is highly 

recommended that the relevant Health Trust and Health Estates Agency continues to 

engage fully with Planning Service via the environmental impact assessment process 

to ensure that as many of these recommendations as practical are incorporated into 

the design of the new developments including obtaining Tree Preservation Orders for 

the best trees and preventing any loss or damage to the most semi-natural areas 

within the proposed SLNCIs by attaching appropriate planning conditions to planning 

approvals.  

·  Overground and underground services – Northern Ireland Electricity (NIE) clear 

encroaching vegetation from under power lines on a regular basis to ensure the proper 

operation of the electricity network and for health and safety reasons. Power lines will 

therefore affect the choice of species that can be planted below or adjacent to these 

electrical cables. The location of underground electrical cables should also be taken 

into account when choosing planting locations. Maps of the locations of overhead and 

underground power lines crossing the site when working near power lines can be 

obtained from NIE Connect. The maps supplied by NIE Connect show overhead power 

lines and underground power cables of varying voltage including service lines. These 

maps however only give an approximate position of the cables and therefore caution is 

required when excavating near them. Smaller service cables are also not shown on 

the maps. In addition, underground services such as water mains will affect where 

trees can be planted on the site. For example a major pipeline was installed recently 

through Knockbracken Healthcare Park.  

·  Visibility splays at road junctions onto public roads – these must be left clear of 

vegetation for road safety reasons and therefore affects how hedges and other 

vegetation can be managed. Vegetation growing out into a visibility splay from the site 

must be cut by the landowner. 

·  Planting distances from hospital structures – the roots of trees can damage buildings. 

Minimum distances from buildings are recommended as outlined in BS 5837:2005 

Trees in relation to construction - recommendations. 
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·  Planning consent – planning conditions relating to environmental protection attached to 

planning consents for new developments on the site must be adhered to.  

 

3.11.1 Woodland 

 

·  There have already been new plantings of native species (e.g. in P41) (sessile oak, 

wych elm, aspen, alder, crab apple, blackthorn, hawthorn, elder, guelder rose, downy 

birch, rowan, spindle, gorse/whin, broom, holly, grey willow and goat willow) most 

recently in 2006 for example north of the Aranmore building on the north-eastern edge 

of the football field. Owing to the relatively large size of this site there is scope for new 

plantings of native trees woodland on this site in the following locations: 

 

�  In groups along the edges of the existing plantations along the main avenues 

�  In groups within the existing plantations in the spaces that arise when exotic 

invasive understorey species are removed. 

 

Protect the planted trees from damage by livestock, rabbits and grey squirrels and 

keep the bases of the trees kept free from weed competition until established. 

·  Generally the semi-natural mixed ashwoods within the proposed Minnowburn SLNCI 

should be left to develop naturally except in areas where natural regeneration is poor 

and therefore some management intervention is required for example opening up 

light gaps to release young and sapling stage native trees to maturity.  

·  All exotic invasive shrubs species including cherry laurel, Portuguese laurel, 

snowberry, griselinia, and rhododendron should be removed as soon as possible 

from the semi-natural and plantation woodlands.  Potentially invasive young, sapling 

and seedling stages of sycamore should also be removed. Veteran sycamore trees 

should remain in situ as they are potentially important for saproxylic invertebrates 

(species that live within and therefore depend on deadwood) and lichens. These 

invasive trees and shrubs often cast dense shade that prevents the establishment or 

retention of a diverse herb flora. However the dense stand of Norway spruce (within 

P13) can be left as a long-term retention stand to provide the veteran trees of the 

future. This stand however could be thinned (within stand stability constraints) to 

encourage the development of a native ground flora between the trees by allowing 
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more light into the woodland floor. If after thinning, the diversity of the native ground 

flora does not increase, then supplementary planting or direct seeding with a native 

ground flora may be required. Utilise seeds or plugs of species (e.g. bluebell, wood 

anemone and primrose) derived from local ecotypes obtained from a reputable seed 

supply company that collects seed from the nearest suitable area with the target 

woodland flora to be created on the site. Permission from the landowner and 

consultation with EHS should always be carried out before any wildflower seed 

collection is carried out from the Northern Ireland countryside. Reputable seed 

suppliers are listed on www.floralocale.org 

·  Many of the fences bordering Purdy’s Burn and its tributaries are in poor condition 

and should be repaired to prevent livestock from accessing the woodland and 

grazing the native herb layer. Livestock have already caused extensive damage to 

the bark of the trees within this semi-natural woodland and within the belts of trees 

bordering the avenues. In some cases the trees have been ring barked by livestock, 

i.e. the complete removal of the bark and living cambial layers all round the tree. This 

prevents the distribution of water and the products of photosynthesis eventually 

resulting in tree death. The cattle have also churned 

up and nutrient enriched the ground in the perimeter 

plantations resulting in an impoverished ground 

flora. There is scope for rehabilitating these areas 

using funds sourced under the Woodland Grant 

Scheme and the Farm Woodland Grant Scheme 

administered by Forest Service Northern Ireland.  

·  Living but broken trees where the crown has been 

blown off should be left in situ (except in public 

areas for safety reasons but even then these trees 

can be made safe by selective surgery rather than                                                                                                                                                             
 

                                                                                                                                          Poaching damage to plantation at field edge  

  felled so as to contribute to the deadwood habitat upon which saproxylic 

invertebrates depend. Throughout Europe, saproxylic insects have been identified 

as a highly threatened invertebrate community. Conservation management 

recommendations for saproxylic invertebrates advocate the continuous provision of 

the dead and decaying wood microhabitats that they require for survival. Fallen 
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mature timber should also be left in situ especially pieces that are badly damaged or 

show signs of decay. All types of deadwood in various sizes are valuable but some 

more than others with each type supporting its own species assemblages 

depending on such factors as species, state of decay, size etc. Trees with upturned 

root plates should be left as they provide microhabitats for solitary bees and wasps. 

Detailed guidance on how to manage deadwood is given in Read (2000).  

·  Involving the community from the offset in conservation management activities is 

essential to instil a sense of ownership of the site thereby reducing anti-social activities 

such as vandalism to trees. Consideration should be given to nominating a community 

representative to patrol the site on a voluntary basis to watch over the site. 

·  A primary characteristic of vegetation is its three-dimensional structure, sometimes 

referred to as its physiognomy, or architecture. Vegetation structure is very important 

to invertebrates and birds as feeding and breeding habitats. Enhancing the structural 

diversity of the existing woodlands on the site will increase the number of bird and 

mammal species using these areas. The structure of the woodlands can be improved 

by staggered supplementary planting with native canopy and understorey species of 

local ecotypes at 10-year intervals or so between cohorts. Many of the woodland 

blocks have sharp edges. In order to improve the edge structure of these areas, 

native shrubs can be planted parallel to these woodland blocks in front of the taller 

trees. Some blocks already have a good edge structure but this is often due to 

invasive shrub species. These should be removed and replaced with native shrubs 

such as rowan, hazel, hawthorn, blackthorn and holly again derived from local 

ecotypes. 

·  The plantation blocks along the perimeter of the avenues have a very species-poor 

native herb layer due to heavy poaching of the ground and grazing by livestock. After 

fencing off these areas from livestock, the herb layer can be enhanced by the direct 

sowing of native herb species into the ground.  

·  Many of these woodland management activities such as restocking, supplementary 

planting and invasive shrub control are funded by the Woodland Grant Scheme and 

the Farm Woodland Grant Scheme. 

·  Install bird nest-boxes and bat boxes throughout all woodland blocks. Detailed 

guidance on the design, construction and best position for bird and bat boxes can be 
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obtained from Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 

http://www.rspb.org.uk and the Bat Conservation Trust UK http://www.bats.org.uk.  

·  Walls and earth banks are part of the historical landscape of the site and should be 

retained in situ. Some walls (e.g. bordering the narrow corridor with dumped spoil 

(CL1) on its southern side) are in a poor state of repair and therefore should be 

rehabilitated by a qualified stone mason experienced in dry stone walling.  

·  The woodland on Scoot Hill was surveyed as part of the Woodland Trust Northern 

Ireland Woodland Inventory in 2006. On the basis of this survey, it was considered 

to have been cleared since the 1960s (source: 

http://live.backonthemap.org.uk/woodland/woodSearch.htm), with only scattered 

specimen trees remaining as described in this report. The woodland along the 

Purdysburn River within the site was not surveyed for the Northern Ireland Ancient 

Woodland Inventory for the reasons given earlier. It would be beneficial to carry out 

further historical research to ascertain the age and origins of this woodland. 

·  Mixed ashwoods enhancement measures should attempt to contribute to the 

restoration and creation targets for this habitat type as set out in its HAP. The Mixed 

ashwoods HAP has the following targets (EHS, 2005): 

�  Maintain the total area of all mixed ashwoods in Northern Ireland at 3,430 ha 

�  Maintain the current area of all ancient or long-established semi-natural mixed 

ashwoods 

�  Maintain condition, where favourable, of the existing resource 

�  Achieve favourable condition of 2000 ha. of mixed ashwoods by 2015 

�  Restore 80 ha of former mixed ashwood which has been converted to plantation 

on ancient or long-established woodland sites by 2010 

�  Restore a further 90 ha of former mixed ashwood which has been converted to 

plantation on ancient or long-established woodland sites by 2015 

�  Establish 160 ha of mixed ashwoods by 2010 

�  Establish a further 180 ha of mixed ashwoods by 2015 

·  Surveillance and monitoring programmes to assess the current condition of the 

Mixed ashwood habitats within the proposed SLNCI should be instigated to aid site 

management and to assess the success of practical restoration measures that are 

carried out. 
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3.11.2 Scrub 

 

Scrub in some cases can damage the conservation interest of other habitats for example 

when it spreads and shades out semi-natural grassland of conservation interest. On this 

site it forms a mosaic with a number of grassland types of conservation interest notably 

marshy grassland, poor semi-improved grassland and neutral grassland. Therefore 

maintain the current balance between the scrub and these grassland types by controlled 

grazing with livestock or by periodic cutting. Guidance on stocking rates can be obtained 

from DARD Countryside Management Branch staff after a site visit.   

 

3.11.3 Hedgerows 

 

·  The majority of the hedgerows on the site are in decline with many gaps apparent 

along their length due to lack of appropriate management. With limited natural 

regeneration or seeding within hedgerows they can die out altogether. However the 

lifespan of hedgerows can be extended by rejuvenation. Gaps more than 2m (6.5 ft) 

can be infilled by planting, while smaller gaps can be repaired by the traditional hedge 

management methods of laying or coppicing. Under the Wildlife (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1985, birds cannot be disturbed during the bird nesting season and therefore 

hedges should only be managed between 1st September and end February.  Guidance 

on hedge management is outlined in the DARD publication Agri-environment Scheme 

Explanatory Booklet (DARD, 2006).  

·  Rehabilitate all defunct hedges on the site (DH1-DH17) to maintain and improve 

important linkages with the wider countryside in the Castlereagh Slopes LCA, 

especially to the south, west and south-east, so as to allow the free unhindered 

movement of mammals between the site and their feeding and breeding territories, 

especially along established routes. When rehabilitating hedgerows only species 

native to the locality should be planted. New hedges should contain 75% hawthorn and 

25% other native species that tolerate routine trimming such as blackthorn, holly, 

hazel, spindle and guelder rose. Planting stock should be derived from seed collected 

from local ecotypes that are better adapted to local climatic and soil conditions. New 

hedges are also proposed for locations throughout the site (NH1-NH13) to increase 

habitat linkages.  
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·  Grants are available under the CMS for hedgerow management and creation (see 

section 9.1 on possible funding sources) and also for the establishment of buffer zones 

along hedges to prevent slurry, fertiliser and pesticides from entering the hedgerow 

bottom and impoverishing the hedgebank flora. Unfortunately many hedgerow banks 

on the site have already been affected by nutrient enrichment or by heavy poaching by 

livestock. 

·  Although most bat species in Northern Ireland have strong associations with 

broadleaf or mixed woodland and freshwater bodies with bankside vegetation, 

hedgerows over 1m in height are also an important habitat, especially where they 

create a double linear feature with hedgerow, treeline or woodland (Russ, 1999 in 

EHS, 2003). Hedgerows less than 1m in height were little used in particular, 

hedgerows that were mechanically ‘boxed’ cut (Russ, 1999 in EHS, 2003). It follows 

from this that the existing hedge management is less than satisfactory for these 

mammals and therefore the management regime requires changing to a less 

intensive system as specified in the recommendations for hedgerow management 

prescribed for CMS participants (DARD, 2006). This will require engaging with the 

current hedge cutting contractors and in-house grounds maintenance staff at the site 

and if necessary providing training in the proper management of hedges for 

biodiversity.  

 

3.11.4 Specimen Trees 

 

·  When new construction is taking place on the site ensure that all contractors establish 

adequate tree protection zones around all specimen trees according to British 

Standard BS 5837 2005 – Trees in Relation to Construction - Recommendations. 

·  Measure the height and girth of all specimen trees to ascertain whether any of them 

merit champion tree status and send all data to the Tree Register of Ireland housed in 

the National Botanic Gardens Dublin. 

·  Owing to the amount of deadwood in the crowns of many of the trees in the plantations 

along the main avenues, it is recommended that all these trees are surveyed by a 

saproxylic invertebrate specialist to determine whether any of them support NI priority 

species. 
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·  A bat specialist from the NI bat group should also examine hollow trees for bat roosts 

prior to necessary tree surgery or felling being carried out for health and safety 

reasons or to facilitate the construction of new buildings. 

·  Representations should be made to Planning Service to get the best trees protected 

by TPOs on visual and amenity grounds. 

·  Old specimen trees on the site form a living historical link with the old Purdysburn 

Estate. In addition, old hollowed out veteran parkland trees with much deadwood in 

the crown (e.g. a fine old lime with much deadwood in its crown occurs in plantation 

P15 at Grid Reference. J 35722 67257) sustain rare invertebrates, lichens and fungi 

and provide breeding and roosting sites for birds and bats and therefore should be 

retained in situ within normal safety constraints.  Unsafe trees can often be made 

safe by selective surgery rather than being felled outright.  

·  It is recommended that a comprehensive historical landscape assessment be carried 

out involving documentary research (using old maps and estate papers if extant) to 

ascertain what was planted and when and whether any existing plans of the old 

Purdysburn Estate are extant. On the basis of this research the choice of tree 

species planted should mimic what was planted on the estate in the past to preserve 

any elements of the landscaping style of the old estate.  

·  A self-guided specimen tree trail with accompanying leaflet should be drawn up for the 

site incorporating the rarest, oldest and widest trees on the site. Some of these trees 

have already been mapped out in the recent tree health and safety inspection report 

completed in 2005. Each specimen tree should be labelled with scientific and common 

names and place of origin as is commonly done in Botanic Gardens worldwide.   

·  Plant additional trees on the large areas of amenity grassland within health and 

safety constraints (i.e. proximity to power lines, underground services and buildings) 

and the need to preserve existing fine views to the Purdysburn River corridor from 

the avenues and field margins. Use native species such as oak grown from locally 

collected seed if possible, to provide the specimen and veteran trees of the future. 

Protect newly planted trees from damage by livestock, rabbits and grey squirrels and 

keep the bases of the trees free from weed competition until established. 

·  Selected trees and groups of trees should be left as long term retention stands to 

provide the veteran trees of the future.  Aim for a population of different aged native 

trees when planting trees to maintain the stands indefinitely. Read (2000) gives 
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detailed advice on managing veteran trees within woodland or in parkland including 

creating adequate root protection zones around each tree, avoiding applying any 

fertilizers or pesticides near tree roots and trunks (as they can affect mycorrhizal 

fungi that channel nutrients to the tree from the soil) and creating an exclusion zone 

around each tree when using strimmers to avoid damage to bark that would expose 

vital tissue. 

·  Ivy should generally be left on trees as it is a native plant valuable for wildlife. It is the 

food plant of the Holly Blue butterfly, is a valuable nectar source for insects, the fruits 

are also eaten by birds in late winter/early spring and bats can form roosts behind ivy.  

3.11.5 Grasslands 

·  There are extensive areas of regularly mown, short, amenity grassland on the 

hospital site. Such areas are of little value to birds due to their limited botanical 

diversity and regular cutting regime which, in turn, leads to a lack of insect life and a 

scarcity of seed. In order to improve this situation for birds and other faunal groups, 

some of the large areas of amenity grassland could be replaced by a more species-

rich wildflower meadow by the sowing of an appropriate seed mixture. Suitable mixes 

containing annual and perennial species have been developed for different soil types 

and levels of fertility. The annuals will flower during the first summer after sowing, 

providing an attractive display of wildflowers and supporting a wide range of insects 

and birds. The area will be cut in late summer and managed as a meadow of 

perennial species in subsequent years. 

·  Source the seed mixture from a reputable seed supply company that collects seed 

from the nearest area with the target grassland habitats to be created on the site. 

Permission from the landowner and consultation with EHS should always be carried 

out before any wildflower seed collection is carried out from the Northern Ireland 

countryside. Reputable suppliers in Northern Ireland are listed on www.floralocale.org 

·  The areas chosen to establish a visually appealing wildflower meadow should be 

those areas most readily viewed by the public.  It provides a way of accelerating the 

development of species-rich meadows on those parts of the site, where more 

immediate evidence of site improvements can be seen.  
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·  In order not to give the public the perception that these areas are being neglected, 

cut a short mowing strip along all lawn to road interfaces. In larger areas that may be 

incorporated into a walking route around the site, a sinuous mowing strip can be cut 

through the centre of the lawn itself as is carried out by Belfast City Council in their 

meadows at Barnett’s Demesne. Suitable signs should be provided nearby to explain 

the conservation value, and heritage context, of the meadow. These meadow areas 

can also be used for environmental education purposes in conjunction with local 

schools providing plant material for botanical studies. 

·  The exact target community chosen can only be gauged after a more comprehensive 

botanical survey of all the grassland areas in June to ascertain its exact species 

composition (these areas should remain uncut until late summer to allow flowering of 

the species in the sward to make it easier for a qualified botanist to identify them) and 

soil attributes have been measured as outlined in the introduction to the grassland 

section.  

·  As the establishment of wildflower meadows is impractical on all amenity grassland 

areas due to the potential cost involved (although once one area is established it can 

be used as a source of native seed for other areas thereby reducing costs), much of 

the amenity grassland areas can simply be managed as a summer meadow cutting 

once a year in late summer with the removal of the mowings for composting as not to 

do so would result in the nutrients going back into the soil and as explained in the 

introduction to grasslands section, elevated nutrient levels equates to decreased 

species diversity in the sward. For the same reason, no fertilizer should be applied to 

these areas. Any money saved by adopting a less intensive mowing regime can go 

towards practical conservation management activities elsewhere on the site. 

·  An important part of ensuring the success of wildflower meadow creation is for 

someone whether it is the existing landscape maintenance contractors or inhouse 

landscape maintenance staff taking ownership and responsibility for the site. Staff 

should be given awareness training on the issue of biodiversity and meadow 

management. It is important to emphasise that these meadows require management 

and should not be allowed to become a sow and forget project. 

·  The areas of marshy grassland in mosaic with scrub (L1 on biodiversity map) if 

overgrazed can result in poaching damage to the sward. If they are undergrazed, 

then they will become over-dominated by rank rushes and will eventually scrub over 
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completely. In general, these grasslands require controlled grazing at low stocking 

rates. If the farmland is entered into the CMS, staff in Countryside Management 

Branch of DARD can recommend stocking rates for this area based on a site visit as 

part of a site visit. The marshy grassland should be continually monitored at an 

appropriate time of year to determine whether any undesirable changes in the 

vegetation structure and species composition of the grasslands is taking place so that 

corrective action can be taken. In addition to controlled grazing, this grassland type 

depends on the maintenance of a high water table therefore no new drains should be 

created near these areas. In addition consideration should be given to blocking the 

existing deep drain on the northern boundary of L1 to raise water levels in this area. 

·  An option for the established grassland swards of improved grassland, the species-

poor semi-improved grassland and the areas of improved grassland transitional to 

species-poor semi-improved grassland is to simply keep cutting them once a year in 

late summer and removing the mowings to prevent the nutrients going back into the 

sward. Over time this will increase the species diversity of the sward as the nutrient 

levels in the soil are reduced. However it may take a long time for the species 

diversity of the sward to reach satisfactory levels if soil fertility levels are high (a soil 

test will determine fertility levels). It therefore might be easier to sow a broad 

tolerance wildflower mixture in these areas. The species in this mixture are chosen 

for their tolerance of a broad range of soil fertilities and soil types.  Once the 

wildflower meadow has been established then they can be cut for hay in late summer 

each year and the aftermath grazed by cattle.  These hay meadows support a wide 

range of insects and birds over the summer months. Such meadows were part of the 

traditional farming landscape of the past but are now largely missing due to the 

intensification of grassland management. The establishment of a wildflower meadow 

may go some way to meeting the habitat creation target for this habitat within the 

lowland meadow HAP if an appropriate seed mixture with a species composition 

similar to semi-natural hay meadow communties is chosen. In order to help offset 

wildflower/hay meadow establishment costs, the seed from the first area established 

on the site can be harvested using a brush harvester in late summer and used to 

establish other areas of wildflower/hay meadow on other areas of the site.   

·  It is important to realize, that not all factors can be controlled and hence management 

is not such a precisely targeted activity as one might wish it to be. There are marked 
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variations from year to year in both rainfall and temperature at all grassland sites. 

This will influence the abundance of individual species. A series of unfavourable 

seasons may even make certain species extinct. It is therefore important to have a 

degree of flexibility in order to tailor the intensity of management to each year's 

weather conditions, or at least to make provisions for extreme events, for example by 

taking grazing animals off the site during drought. All new grassland management 

regimes should therefore be continuously monitored to ensure these management 

prescriptions are achieving what they set out to do, and if they are not, to identify how 

management should be adjusted. Continuous monitoring of the grassland swards will 

ensure that the ideal management options are followed to ensure the best possible 

outcomes for biodiversity enhancement. 

·  Engagement with existing lease holders to give a clear explanation of why the 

proposed management regime is required for practical conservation reasons is as 

important as the management techniques themselves as there may a fear that 

management actions for conservation on the existing farmland will result in loss of 

income or result in practical problems.  

·  Alleviations of a fear of loss of income may be overcome by encouraging existing 

tenant farmers to enter the CMS (see Section 9.1  on funding sources). The schemes 

are specifically designed to compensate for loss of income in exchange for adopting 

biodiversity friendly farming practices. The management prescriptions specified 

under the CMS scheme often involve securing long-term reductions in stocking rates 

and chemical inputs and to abandon re-seeding of the grassland swards. The 

advantage of this for nature conservation is that the environmental and wildlife 

benefits of the original system need not be compromised by the farmer’s need to 

maintain viable levels of income. In order for a farmer to enter the CMS scheme, at 

least a 5-year lease is required and therefore the lease period (and management 

prescriptions specified) would have to be changed by the Health Trust.  

·  Unfortunately there is no payment option available to specifically create wildflower 

meadows under the CMS (although it does offer payments for other enhancement 

works such as establishment of a wild bird cover and rehabilitation of hedgerows) 

and so the establishment costs would have to be borne by the Health Trust out of 

existing budgets or alternative sources of funding secured (see Section 9.1 on other 
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possible funding sources). Another option is for the Health Trust to enter into a 

voluntary conservation grazing agreement with the lessee.  

·  In order to encourage the lessee to carry out conservation grazing on newly 

established hay meadows, the Trust may have to reduce their conacre rent 

accordingly to offset loss of income by the farmer if the lessee changes over from a 

productive livestock system to a less productive hay meadow grazing regime. A 

reduction in rent coupled with CMS payments may be enough to attract a lessee who 

would be willing to carry out conservation grazing.  

·  In summary it is recommended that all of the farmland is entered into the CMS by 

extending the leases to 5-years. The lessee can then draw down payments for 

positive conservation actions such as hedgerow rehabilitation, establishment of wild 

bird cover and adopting less intensive management of the grasslands. Alternatively if 

the CMS is not entered then positive conservation actions could be carried out using 

funding from other sources (see Section 9.1) . For the non-farmed land, around the 

hospital buildings, wildflower meadows can be established using a suitable broad 

tolerance wildflower seed mixture. After establishing the first areas of wildflower/hay 

meadows on farmed and/or non-farmed land, these will act as the doner site for 

establishing other areas of wildflower/hay meadow on the site. Where farmland is lost 

to new development, the developers should be encouraged to install wildflower/hay 

meadows on part of the development site.   

·  Grass margins should be established around all fields as part of efforts to reduce the 

intensification of agriculture on the sites. The CMS has a voluntary option to protect 

and enhance grass margins adjoining ASSIs, NNRs, SACs, watercourses, lakes, 

woodlands or field boundaries. Grass margins are at least 2m wide and of a length 

which DARD will decide. The option of creating grass margins promotes the 

protection of sensitive habitats from pesticide drift or nutrient enrichment. No grazing, 

and usually no mowing, is allowed within the grass margin and funds are available for 

fencing. Rank buffer strips of poor semi-improved grassland will also provide cover 

for mammals especially small mammals that sustain such birds of prey as the 

threatened Barn Owl and Kestrel.  

·  Buffer strips can also be established by sowing a low maintenance mixture and 

cutting the strips once a year (in late summer), on a rotational system with no more 

than a third cut every year. The cut material is removed after leaving it on the grass 
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for a few days to allow seed fall from the flower heads to fall and for insects to 

escape. The cut material should not be dumped on other areas of grassland or in 

woodlands, as this will lead to local nutrient enrichment with the resultant 

impoverishment of the herb flora. An area of low conservation value should be 

designated as a composting site for green waste that arises from practical 

conservation activities and from normal management of all areas of formal 

landscaping. This compost can then be used on the formal garden areas. 

·  The structure of grassland vegetation has an important influence on the distribution 

and composition of faunal communities; different animal species characteristic of 

semi-natural grasslands require specific structural types of vegetation. Some 

butterflies require short grass swards containing the larval food plant while other 

plant and animal species require tall swards. Some species may also require 

different grassland structures at different periods of their life cycle. Structure is 

influenced by such factors as microclimate, soil structure, soil chemistry, intensity, 

timing and scale of management (cutting, grazing and burning), animal herbivory, 

competition between species and the intrinsic architectural properties of the 

component species. From a nature conservation viewpoint, the desirable sward 

structure or mosaic of structures for a particular grassland site will depend on what 

species are being targeted for conservation measures. The aim should be to 

incorporate varied structures across all the grassland types on all site, i.e. the 

extensive areas of amenity grassland can be cut to different lengths, and the buffer 

strips of rank grassland left around field margins can be cut in rotation to obtain 

swards of differing heights in different areas at any given moment in time. 

·  The use of herbicides in nature conservation is an emotive issue.  It is the 

management technique of last choice due to potential impacts on the wider 

environment. However, in some situations it may be the only viable option and 

anyone managing scrub is likely to consider herbicides as a technique, with the 

exception of those sites that are going to be, or already have been, registered as 

organic.  Where agri-chemicals are used guidance outlined in the Herbicides 

Handbook that provides guidance on the safe use of agri-chemicals should be 

followed (see www.englishnature.gov.uk/pubs/Handbooks/images/HERB1-4.pdf).  
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3.11.6 Disturbed Ground 

·  Ground disturbed by construction or agricultural or ground maintenance activities 

provide optimum conditions for the germination of native and non-native annual 

plants that add to the biodiversity of the site. In addition, some of these produce 

seeds of value to foraging birds in the winter. Some of these areas should therefore 

be tolerated on the site and not treated with weed killer because they are perceived 

to be untidy. 

·  A field of neutral grassland (CL2) within the proposed Purdysburn Hospital SLNCI, 

south-west of the main entrance to Knockbracken Healthcare Park has been 

recently ploughed. Rather than attempt to reinstate the grassland community, it is 

recommended that the field is sown with a bird seed mixture to sustain seed-eating 

farmland birds many of which are in decline due to a reduction in the area of cereals 

grown that in winter traditionally provided stubble fields. These stubble fields were 

an important winter food source for farmland birds providing spilt grain and weed 

seeds.  

·  Although the proposed summer flowering meadows will provide a great food 

resource for birds during the summer months, the necessity of cutting them annually 

in late summer, means their use as a source of winter food is limited. The area is 

cultivated annually in spring and planted with a seed mix containing cereals, flax 

and annual wildflowers. This ripens during the summer and is left standing over the 

following winter as a seed resource for birds. Suitable signage explaining the 

conservation value of the area and the heritage context of the plants growing there 

should be provided. DARD (2006) gives detailed guidance on establishing bird 

cover crops. 

3.11.7 Ponds  

 

·  There are currently no ponds or lakes on the Knockbracken site within the survey 

area. The creation of a pond would be an asset to wildlife and, if of sufficient size, 

could be a breeding site for waterfowl. Advice of the creation of ponds can be 

obtained from the Pond Conservation Trust (http://www.pondstrust.org.uk/). A 
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suitable location is marked NP on the biodiversity map (Figure 1) . This area already 

collects water as it is at the base of a slight slope.  

·  Subsequent management of the pond should pay due regard to the following to    

protect and enhance pond biodiversity: 

�  The density and distribution of Daubenton’s bat particularly of nursery roosts may 

be limited by the area of suitable water over which bats can forage. Sheltered 

bays in large ponds are beneficial for feeding bats and these can be created by 

planting trees in strategic locations. South-facing locations tend to be warmer and 

therefore more productive for bats.  

�  Eutrophication by the input of artificial fertilisers and excreta can result in oxygen 

depletion resulting in the death of tadpoles. Frogs may be at special risk from 

nitrate fertilisers which are frequently applied at the time of year in which frogs are 

migrating to their breeding ponds. Nitrate fertilisers can be highly poisonous to 

adult and larval amphibians. A number of chemicals are known to affect 

amphibians as they have absorbent skins as well as aquatic larvae. Maintain an 

adequate 10m buffer zone around all standing waterbodies where fertiliser and 

pesticide applications are prohibited. Exclude livestock from the new pond until 

established by erecting new fencing. 

�  It is recommended that no collection of frog spawn is allowed on this site. 

Encourage activities more appropriate to amphibian conservation such as 

controlled pond dipping. 

�  The pond should be open to the south so that it warms quickly in the sun. These 

conditions favour frogs and newts. 

�  Ensure that there are piles of logs or rocks and varied marginal vegetation to 

provide cover, shelter and hibernation sites for amphibians near the pond. 

�  Vary the depth of the new pond from shallow shelves to at least 1 m to ensure 

that habitats are suitable for a wide range of flora and fauna.  

�  Excessive shading of the pond by trees should be discouraged as this reduces 

the variety of aquatic flora and fauna in addition to causing excessive siltation of 

the pond from leaf fall. However some shade (<25%) from overhanging trees and 

shrubs is tolerated by all species and may be beneficial in preventing excessive 

growth of aquatic vegetation. 
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�  Landscapes dominated by rough grassland contain the highest proportion of 

breeding sites occupied by smooth newts. Maintain a buffer strip of rank 

grassland (10m wide) around the new pond. Encourage rank areas of grassland 

elsewhere on the site in out of the way areas such as road verges and field 

headlands and along hedgerows.  

�  Regular dredging, desilting and clearing of aquatic and overhanging vegetation to 

produce an open water body fringed by shallow sloping sides with marginal 

vegetation is required around all established ponds to maintain maximum 

biodiversity.   

 

3.11.8 Running water 

 

·  It is recommended that adequate buffer zones are maintained along all watercourses 

to prevent nutrient and agrichemical runoff into these linear habitat features.  

·  There are many opportunities along the course of the river to install artificial dipper and 

kingfisher nests. Guidelines for constructing these nests can be obtained from the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (http://www.rspb.org.uk/). 

·  River corridors should be maintained to encourage a diversity of invertebrate species 

as food for bats. In order to encourage feeding bats, tree cover should be maintained 

on both sides of all watercourses. In order to avoid excessive shading, new planting 

density along watercourses should be low and variable with frequent small gaps 

between the tree groups.  

·  Under Schedule 6 of the Drainage (Northern Ireland) Order 1973 (amended by The 

Drainage (Amendment) (Northern Ireland) Order 2005), no works that would interfere 

with the flow of any watercourse can occur without the consent of Rivers Agency. 

 

3.11.9 Formal Gardens 

 

The formal gardens contain a mixture of non-native and native plants. However some of 

these may still fulfil the feeding and breeding requirements of some of some of the 

commoner flora and fauna. For example, Mahonia flowers provide an early nectar 

source for the queen bumblebee in February. Cotoneaster berries attract a wide range 

of fruit-eating birds including blackbirds, song thrushes, bullfinches, greenfinches and 
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winter visitors such as waxwings, redwings and fieldfares.  When managing these areas 

the following recommendations should be followed: 

 

·  It is likely that this hospital site will undergo further development in the coming years. 

The opportunity provided by remedial landscaping to improve habitats for birds and 

bats carried out after building work, should be exploited. The landscape design 

should compliment the hospital’s biodiversity objectives as outlined in this report.  

·  The basic requirements of birds i.e. a nest site, insect food in summer and seed food 

in winter, should influence the choice of plants and their management. Artificial nest 

boxes and bird feeders can also be incorporated on garden walls and mature trees. 

All formal garden areas should have bird tables/feeders placed on trees. Feeders can 

also be obtained that stick onto the windows of buildings. It is recommended that 

these are placed on the windows of the Singing Kettle café so that patrons can view 

the birds. This café is a popular meeting point within the Healthcare Park, and is 

where the Highway to Health trails start and end.  

·  Grow as many different plants as possible to extend the flowering season throughout 

the whole year to ensure a continuous supply of nectar, pollen and fruit for 

invertebrates and birds. 

·  Grow a wide range of flowers as open and flat flowers attract beetles and hoverflies 

(e.g. fennel and other umbellifers, geraniums, saxifrages and spiraea), tubular and 

therefore harder to access flowers for large bees and long-tongued insects 

(foxgloves, campanulas, antirrhinums, broom and salvias) and night scented flowers 

for moths (nicotiana, honeysuckle).  

·  Incorporate a centralised waste composting facility for all green waste on the site in 

an appropriate location paying due cognisance to health and safety constraints. 

Compost heaps can be teeming with wildlife such as the predatory rove beetles. In 

addition, hedgehogs can hibernate in compost heaps in piles of leaves. 

·  Incorporate new ponds into the design of new developments within the limitations of 

health and safety constraints. Plant up the pond with native marsh plants (e.g. yellow 

flag, marsh woundwort, meadowsweet etc.) at the edge with aquatic and semi-

aquatic plants (water lilies, reedmace, pondweeds etc.) in the pond itself.  All planting 

stock should be obtained from local ecotypes. These ponds will attract a diverse 

invertebrate fauna including brightly coloured dragonflies and damselflies of visual 
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appeal. Hedgehogs can drown in ponds so provide a ramp for them to crawl out if 

they fall in. 

·  Place a log pile in each garden area to contribute to the deadwood habitat and to 

provide shelter fro a diverse range of invertebrates. 

·  All formal garden areas should be maintained on organic principles shunning the use 

of agrichemicals and artificial fertilisers.  

 

3.11.10 Buildings 

 

·  Some bird species use buildings and other man made structures as nest sites while 

bats use roof spaces for maternity and hibernation sites. Artificial breeding sites can 

be added to the external surfaces of existing buildings in the form of bird and bat 

boxes etc. Other types of artificial nest site which form part of the fabric of the building 

e.g. swift nest boxes, are best incorporated into the building at the design stage of 

new developments, or during major repairs. Swift nest boxes can be positioned under 

the eaves of suitable buildings on the site. Schwegler bat boxes should be placed, on 

the south side, of mature trees in the grounds and on tall buildings close to tree lines. 

This should be done for any new developments on the site as a matter of course.  

·  It should be noted that the disturbance of any breeding site for birds and mammals is 

prohibited under the Wildlife (Northern Ireland) Order 1985. The Order makes it an 

offence to intentionally kill, injure, or take, possess, or trade in any wild animal listed 

on Schedule 5, and prohibits interference with places used for shelter or protection, or 

intentionally disturbing animals occupying such places. A licence is required from 

EHS to disturb any such sites where it is necessary to progress any building works at 

any site. Legislative requirements should be emphasized to all contractors prior to 

any investigative or construction works taking place on the site. Avoid deliberate and 

unintended exclusion or entombment of bats when carrying out construction work. 

Any holes on existing buildings should not be sealed or repaired until a bat worker 

has carried out a day and night bat survey for their presence. When carrying out 

remedial timber treatment choose products that are not toxic to bats in buildings.  
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3.12 ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS  

·  Further surveys - The following additional surveys are recommended:  

�  Knockbracken is potentially very important for bats. A summer bat survey should 

be carried out during the months of June and July at dawn (one hour pre-dawn 

until 30 minutes after sunrise) or dusk (a few hours pre-sunset until dark) involving 

walking  set transects for a standard distance, stopping for a set time and noting 

bats flying by and  then repeating. Signs of roosting or breeding activity are also 

noted for example listening for social calls, and looking for droppings and staining 

around holes in trees or on buildings.  

�  Generally other mammals should be surveyed at dusk and/or night time during the 

summer months. Small mammal trapping is recommended to establish presence 

and abundance of this group of animals, carried out by experienced and licensed 

surveyors. Further survey work near the watercourses, is required in order to 

establish if they are used by otters. 

�  Before the site improvements begin it is important to carry out further bird surveys 

to establish a bird population baseline against which the success of the 

conservation work can be measured.  

�  Further habitat surveys are required during the summer months to ‘capture’ 

additional species in order to ascertain their true conservation value. 

·  Try to avoid cutting off established mammal travel routes with impermeable fences in 

the future. Badgers (and many other species) depend on the ability to move 

unimpeded through the landscape for the purpose of foraging, social interaction and 

dispersal. Leave small holes for animals to pass through in all linear features. 

·  Management plans - It is recommended that a comprehensive 5-year conservation 

management plan be drawn up for each site incorporating the results of further 

surveys. This management plan should be reviewed after this 5-year period to take 

into account any changes in the biodiversity of the site due to natural processes as 

shown up by the results of a regular site monitoring programme and corrective 

actions initiated to ensure that the target plant and animal communities are being 

maintained on the site. The management plan must also be modified to address any 

loss of biodiversity as a result of new developments on the site.  
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·  Engagement with adjacent landowners - Engage with landowners adjacent to the site 

to co-ordinate all conservation activities at the landscape scale to maximise 

biodiversity conservation including creating linkages between all habitat fragments.  

·  Litter – a regular litter-pickup on the whole site as small mammals can get entrapped 

in bottles, cans etc. and all mammals injured on broken glass.  

·  In-house environmental policies and awareness – Modify on a regular basis all Health 

Trust environmental policies, guidance documents, and other communications so that 

they are inline with the recommendations outlined in this report. Organise training by 

DARD, RSPB and CVNI in the form of workshops, and seminars in practical 

conservation management techniques for staff engaged in landscape maintenance 

activities on the site.  

·  Contractors - It is essential that future tender documents for landscape maintenance 

contracts specify that all the habitat management options outlined in this report are 

carried out. At a minimum this would involve changing the hedge cutting regime and 

reducing the mowing frequency on all amenity grassland areas, that all grassland 

areas are not fertilized and that no agri-chemicals are used to control weeds along 

roads but are strimmed instead. It is also essential that tree surgery contractors do 

not cut down any dead trees unless there are sound health and safety reasons to do. 

Even if trees are deemed unsafe it is rarely necessary to cut them down outright. 

Finally construction contractors should be made aware of the necessity of 

maintaining adequate tree protection zones when carrying out works in the vicinity of 

these trees in accordance with British Standard BS 5837:2005 Trees in relation to 

construction - recommendations. This standard refers to the minimum distances from 

the trees that should be protected from construction works. 

·  New developments - Many of the above conservation recommendations are unlikely 

to be carried out as they have been zoned for employment/industry in the Draft 

Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015.� If these zonings are upheld in the adopted plan 

then this may result in missed opportunities in these areas to manage all the 

farmland under conservation prescriptions so as to provide a biodiverse visually 

attractive site near to a major urban centre. If any of the farmland is sold off then the 

Health Trusts and Health Estates Agency should engage fully with the planning 

process to ensure that as much of the habitats identified within this report are 

incorporated into the developments along with other measures such as the 
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installation of green roofs and nest-boxes on all new buildings. In addition it is 

fundamentally important that new developments do not damage any proposed 

SLNCIs within the site listed in the Draft Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015. 

·  It is recommended that the environmental and landscape maintenance policies, 

communications, and procedure manuals for the relevant Health Trust as a whole and 

for individual health facilities under its control are changed to incorporate the 

recommendations on biodiversity enhancement outlined in this report.  

 


