
 

 
Understanding Somerset’s grassland ecological network 
 
Through the Save Our Magnificent Meadows 
project, Somerset Wildlife Trust has surveyed 
grassland sites in two target areas in the 
Mendip Hills. As well as providing 
management advice to farmers on how to best 
manage these grassland sites for wildlife, the 
survey data has contributed to the 
development of grassland ecological network 
maps. This brings an additional landscape-
scale benefit to the work of the project, 
enabling the Trust to deliver biodiversity 
benefits beyond nature reserves, across the 
whole county.  
 

 
 
 

What is an ecological network? 
 
An ecological network is a group of habitat 
patches that species can move easily 
between, maintaining ecological function and 
conserving biodiversity. The networks 
comprise:  

• core areas of species-rich habitat, 
• dispersal areas through which 

associated species can move, and  
• stepping stones which are small 

fragments of habitat.  
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Through appropriate management, ecological 
networks can provide a connected collection 
of refuges for wildlife - they are the basic 
natural infrastructure that will begin to 
enable biodiversity to recover from recent 
declines and help to protect socially and 
economically important ecosystem goods and 
services. 
 
How is mapping the network useful to 
Somerset Wildlife Trust? 
 
Mapping Somerset’s ecological network 
enables the Trust to identify areas of high 
conservation value, but also areas that may 
be sensitive to change, or offer potential for 
habitat improvement. Somerset’s ecological 
network has been developed in addition to 
statutorily designated sites, such as SSSI and 
SAC, and NGO nature conservation sites, and 
includes undesignated species-rich habitats as 
well as priority habitats. The ecological 
network complements the existing process of 
planning for protected and priority sites, 
species and habitats. 
 
The mapping of the networks depends upon 
accurate information on habitat type and 
condition. In two key areas of the Mendip Hills 
Living Landscape there were gaps in the 
Trust’s knowledge of where the following 
were located: 

• core areas of species-rich grassland 
habitat were located, and  

• grasslands that were in poorer 
condition but offered potential for 
restoration.  

 
By establishing contact with the landowners 
and visiting their land, the Trust was able to 
survey grasslands where this information was 
lacking. The surveys used the Integrated 
Habitat Survey (IHS) method of classifying 
different types of grassland. The types of 
grassland identified through these surveys 
included:  

• improved grassland (GI0),  
• less species-rich meadow (GN124),  
• species-poor neutral grassland (GN32),  
• species-rich lowland meadow 

(GN1231), and  
• other species-rich neutral grassland 

(GN31Z). 

Each landowner received a report of the 
findings of the survey along with management 
guidance where applicable. As a result of this 
survey work Somerset’s grassland ecological 
network map is now more accurate in its 
representation of the distribution of the 
species-rich grassland resource.  
 
A well-functioning ecological network must be 
both coherent and resilient. This means that 
the habitat patches that make up the network 
should be well connected and able to 
withstand the possible negative effects of 
neighbouring land use and climate change. 
Improved knowledge of the condition of the 
grasslands within and around the grassland 
ecological networks gained during the Save 
Our Magnificent Meadows project has enabled 
the Trust to identify restoration areas - parts 
of the landscape where ecological networks 
are vulnerable or fragmented. These 
restoration areas will provide a focus for the 
work of Somerset Wildlife Trust and partners 
to enhance coherence and resilience of the 
networks. 
 
  



 

 


