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The Biodiversity of Britain

The biodiversity of Britain is affected by many different conflicting factors.  The current biodiversity is the way it is due to many historical, geological, political and climatical events over time.  Britain has and still is losing many habitats and this is similar to many countries all over the world.  The difference is in the type of habitat loss, while in Australia mangroves and coral reefs are being lost, in Britain wetlands and forestlands are the most endangered of the habitats.  Ten thousand years ago most of the British isles were covered in ice.  Trees, plants and animals then followed the slowly retreating glaciers across the land that once linked Britain to the rest of Europe.  When the ice melted it caused the level of the sea to rise, and so Britain was separated from the continent.  To begin with Britain was mainly covered in forestland.  However, when man took over he became a major influence in the forming of the environment.  Today, as you move away from the coastal areas in Britain there are few natural habitats remaining.  Fortunately many plants and animals are able to adapt and evolve as the environment changes so can they, but this is not in all cases and then numbers drop and extinction may occur.  

The major habitat type found in Britain and the United Kingdom are the woods and coppices, grasslands, heath and moorlands, wetlands, mires and the seaside.  Wetlands are the source of all rivers in Britain.  The upland becks are mainly cold, clear and fast running, oxygenated streamlets that join to form streams and sometimes later lowland rivers.  The lowland rivers have lower oxygen levels and high levels of silt.  The type of stream or river affects all the organisms that live in the ecosystem.  For example if a river were to eventually meet the sea then an estuary would be formed, here all the plants and animals must be able to adapt to the changing salinity.  The wetlands of Britain are found less frequently and this is due to the industrialization of land and using land for faming practices.  

The historical background of the country has also affected the biodiversity of the country, the ever-changing uses of land by man has caused disastrous affects to wildlife.  Industry has spoiled many areas of Britain, in particular areas that are located near to rivers, canals and the sea.  

This is mainly because water once provided the most efficient source of transport; in the 1700’s canals were used for freight and were able to cut land journey times for transportation of goods dramatically.  Today in Britain many industries are still kept near to the sea and water sources.  This is not only for transport but other means such as an energy source.  Dungeness Power Station located in Kent is located next to the sea, and pumps seawater out from the sea and into the works to cool its machinery.  It then pumps the warmer water back into the sea, the temperature of the water means that few organisms are able to live in the area.  

Pesticides and chemicals that are used to treat the land have also affected the biodiversity of Britain.  Recently there has been a great deal of controversy as to the use of pesticides, CFC’s and substances such as DDT’s.  Public opinion is swaying towards organic farming, and it has been decided that organic farming is better not only for the land but also for man’s well being.  Current farming practices have been scrutinized by the media, and a popular argument is whether or not to eat genetically modified foods or natural organic foods.  

The political background of Britain has also played a part in determining the biodiversity of the country.  Land ownership and deciding how land is to be used affects the wildlife and plant life of Britain.  The industrialization of rural land no matter how small will determine the biodiversity of the area.  An example of this is the churchyards throughout Britain.  

“There has been a gathering revolution in popular attitudes towards nature conservation, and the churchyard has suddenly come into focus as one of the most important national assets in terms of habitat, it provides for a wide range of grasses, mosses, lichens, ferns, fungi, wild flowers, uncommon introduced flowers, trees, insects, birds and mammals.”

The Churchyards Handbook, 1988.

It seems that the churchyard contains a surprising wealth of wildlife, and is an important habitat for wildlife.  Some churches have a conservation policy, but these are by far the few, conservation of these small but vital areas must be seen to soon or the loss of a great deal of different organisms will occur.  

The United Kingdom’s wildlife consists not only of animals and plants but also invertebrates and lower plants.  The lower plants include mosses, lichens algae and fungi.  On a typical countryside walk you may come across about 20 to 30 species of bird, and many different trees and plants but if you were to see a squirrel or a rabbit you would be quite lucky.  If you were to catch a glimpse of a squirrel it would be grey, this is because they became dominant and took over the land from the red squirrels.   

However, you are likely to see a great number of invertebrates.  The most common to be observed in Britain are the Red admiral butterfly, Vanessa atalanta, Large White butterfly,  Pieris Brassicae, Green lacewing,  Chryspopa carnea, Two-winged flies, Diptera, Ants, Hymenoptera, and the Honeybee, Apis Mellifera.  
If you were to visit a farm in Britain you would be likely to see many crops and livestock, 

would be much the same as those grown in another region.  Common crops to be seen are wheat, rye, oats and maize, however, these would not be likely to grow naturally but are planted by the farmers.  These are grown of course to provide food, but the farmland was probably once a rural area able to boast of a high biodiversity of wildlife and plant species.  

Typical Farmland found in Britain.
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As you can see the farmland occupies much space that would have once been a natural biotope complete with its own biodiversity.

Kent in the Southeast of Britain.

Kent is situated in the Southeast of Britain.  Kent has many National Nature Reserves, and many of these are temperate forests.  Temperate forests can be found where there is plentiful water in the area.  Kent has quite a high rainfall and so there are many temperate forests and woods where there is no industry.  A temperate forest generally has a mixture of coniferous trees and broadleaved trees, with the balance going in the favour of the conifers.  Pine is found to be dominant in more poor soils, and this is often found in Kent where much of the substrate is chalky.  If the temperate forest has many deciduous trees then as the leaves fall the soil has its nutrients replaced.  Temperate forests have far fewer tree species than a tropical forest, generally three or four species in total.  However, not only trees are found, there are also saplings, low bushes and climbers such as ivy, Hedera helix, and honeysuckle, Lonicera periclymenum.  Insects are the dominant herbivores in the temperate forest and these are in turn eaten by various migratory birds that pass through Kent.  Mammals found in the forests of Kent are badgers, rabbits, and occasionally squirrels. Before humans became such a major influence on this biome there would have been wolves, bears and several species of wildcat as the larger species.  

A Temperate Forest from the Southeast of Kent
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The species that are present in temperate forests must be able to adapt to a wide range of conditions.  These are the changes from season to season.  In Kent the winds come in from across the oceans and are often very cold and harsh, so the organisms in these forests must be able to adapt to these conditions.  

Unfortunately due to the industrialization of land many of these forests have been lost all over the county of Kent.  Sometimes a habitat may be saved by the translocation of the entire habitat; however, this is very difficult, time consuming and costs a great deal of money.  Speed and accuracy are vital to remove and replant the plant material with the minimum of damage, and this is not an easy task.  

Not only man and industry affects nature reserves, the natural elements may also endanger much-needed habitats.  In 1987 on the 16th of October hurricane winds swept through the Southeast of England, because Kent is situated in the Southeast it was hit as one of the worst areas.  Nature reserves located in Kent and London lost many trees, in total in the Southeast millions of trees were torn down.  Kew Gardens Herbarium in London lost many specimens some of which will take hundreds of years to replace.  Small woodlands and hedgerows also caused great concern as these were also blown down and are often hard to reestablish.  Many of the larger woods and forests however, remained reasonably intact and the long-term preservation has been assured.  This is mainly due to the Kent Wildlife Trust.  The Kent Wildlife Trust manages 50 National Nature Reserves, and a total of 2000 hectares.  A National Nature Reserve is an area, which is amongst the best examples of a particular habitat.  The Kent Wildlife Trust not only looks after the land and wild life but also plays an important part in educating the general public.  The institution organizes educational activities for schools and also for the general public, thus raising the general awareness.  The conservation department has a team of acknowledged experts in the field of nature conservation and 40 years of experience of managing land for wildlife in Kent. 

 They undertake ecological surveys of all habitats, specialist surveys of protected species and produce conservation management plans.   

Pollution also affects many parts of Britain in many different ways.  Kent is the home Pfizer Pharmaceutical Company and this company is situated next to the sea and Sandwich Bay Nature Reserve.

  This is not good for the area because it releases chemicals into the nearby environment. Many chemicals releases into the nearby rivers and sea affect the pH and so limit the organisms that may be found in the ecosystem.

However, Pfizer is not all bad it also has it’s own sewage works that prevents large accumulations of sewage from entering the sea, however these works are still relatively new and the sea is still recovering from past sewage.  The nearby rivers are also recovering from eutrophication that was caused by sewage and pesticides from the nearby farmland.   
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Farmers use organic pesticides containing high percentages of nitrogen and phosphorous on their land, this is not good because when it rains the nitrogen and phosphorous is run off the land and runs into the nearby streams and rivers.  The excess nitrogen the causes a dramatic growth in plant and algae, this uses up much of the oxygen and also the algae block out sunlight.  This means that photosynthesis cannot occur and the plants do not produce oxygen.  Therefore fish and organisms in the ecosystem die out.  Once this occurs it is difficult to reestablish the ecosystem, and many species are lost from the habitat.  Eutrophication is defined as unwanted enrichment of aquatic systems or soils and can lead to dramatic changes in the species composition of a community.  Eutrophication leads to deterioration in the quality of the water and the water becomes green, and often smells foul because the oxygen content has been used up.  This has happened to many rivers throughout Britain, and has occurred to many lakes in Kent.  However to prevent this from happenings the Environmental Agency run tests that are called BOD tests. 

The BOD is the biological oxygen demand, and by observing the different invertebrate species and the numbers in each species present the agency can estimate how much oxygen is present in the water.  These invertebrate species are known as indicator species.  For example, stonefly and mayfly may only be found in well-oxygenated waters.  

While a community that has been dominated by species such as ologochaete worms indicates the water has a high oxygen demand, this is because oligochaete worms can tolerate very low oxygen levels.  

When you think of pollution you often think of industrial companies with smoky chimneys, however if you think about how many times you flush nutrients down the toilet.  Even free-range livestock can add to pollution levels when areas are overstocked and their wastes enter the drainage system.  Over 80% of phosphorous input into the environment is by domestic and industrial waste.  Primarily the waste comes from human sewage and domestic detergents.  In Britain today this problem is being analysed and a solution is hopefully in the making.  Domestic detergents are now low in phosphorous, but we must still contend with the mistakes of the past.  

Preservation Of Biodiversity in the United Kingdom.

The “biodiversity crisis” was recognized at the UN conference on the Environment and Development, the first Earth Summit, which was held in Rio De Janerio in 1992.  In the United Kingdom the Steering Group then set up a post-Rio meeting, which was held in 1995 to discuss their findings.  Although these conferences are proof that the biodiversity crisis has been recognized some scientists still feel that not enough is being done.  Professor Peter.G Moore of the University Marine Biological Station Millport in Scotland believes that the crisis may be helped by providing better-trained personnel. 

Although he acknowledges that the need for public awareness is important, he feels that the emphasis should be on training young scientists in taxonomic expertise.  This would increase awareness as to the different species still unknown to man, and would enable us to understand that unless we classify the organisms that are living we will not notice when they die out.  

To preserve and conserve British biodiversity effectively it is vital that public awareness and environmental education be carried out.  It is not enough to simply point out that there is a problem, a feasible solution must not only be suggested but also put into effect.  Today many scientists and politicians use the precautionary principle that being that if you do not know of the impact and outcome, then do not do it.  Obviously this will not be enough as many mistakes have already been made, but with careful management of natural resources and by forecasting and analysis modeling biodiversity may be conserved more effectively.  

To prevent more wetlands and forests from being lost many counties in Britain have organizations such as the Kent Wildlife Trust.  However I still feel it is necessary to protect more land from being industrialized and therefore preserving a higher biodiversity of species throughout Britain.  Life in a zoological or botanical garden may be the only option for some species whose natural habitat has disappeared, but then we are only preserving the genetic code of the organism but not the species.  To ensure long-term survival a habitat large enough to support a population must be preserved.  

Today species are becoming extinct at between 1000 and 10 000 times the natural rate!  
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This diagram shows the Pfizer Pharmaceutical Industry.  Which acts as a major influence to the area.  The sewage works are also shown on the map.   








