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Until recently, conservation has generally focused on creating often small-scale nature 
reserves and protecting key species, which between them have played a vital role in 
allowing special birds and wildlife to survive. But over the same period, we have seen a 
shocking decline in nature in general, with so many farmland and woodland birds and 
creatures disappearing. This is happening globally but particularly in the UK, which is 
recognised as one of the most nature-depleted countries in the world. This decline was 
recognised in 2010 by the Government-commissioned report Making Space for Nature, 
which called for more protected space for wildlife 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/making-space-for-nature-a-review-of-englands-wildlife-
sites-published-today. 
 
At the Conference, we heard about some wonderful examples of the new approach to 
landscape-scale nature recovery. Dorset is setting an example in this work, with a large 
number of ambitious projects that show the potential of letting nature – with a little help from 
humans, cows, ponies, pigs and beavers – look after itself. And this is desperately needed: 
there is a global commitment, agreed at the UN Biodiversity Summit of 2023 (COP 15) that 
30% of land and sea should be protected by 2030 – the ’30 by 30’ target, as it is generally 
known. This is a major challenge in England where currently only between 4% and 8% is 
protected. 
 
In the first half of the Conference, we heard from Seb Elwood (Dorset Wildlife Trust) how in 
just two years nature has recovered at Wild Woodbury through natural processes, with huge 
increases in biodiversity such as the Skylark population increasing from two to 50 pairs. 
Imogen Lloyd (Forestry England) described the reintroduction of White-tailed Eagles to the 
Isle of Wight through the joint Roy Dennis Wildlife Foundation/Forestry England translocation 
project. As a result, Poole Harbour is a favoured site for these birds with breeding for the first 
time in Dorset in 2025. Bronwen Fraser and Sadie Potter (River Allen Landscape Recovery) 
outlined the major nature recovery project to restore the entire River Allen system to a 
natural state through a landowner-led scheme covering 1,400 hectares. Justin Feltham (Kier 
Construction) explained the work under way at Arne Moors RSPB to improve flood defences 
and create a large new intertidal wetland that will benefit birds, plants and animals.  
 

 
Hearing about the River Allen Landscape Recovery project at the conference (© Ian Ballam) 

 
In the second half of the Conference, David Brown (National Trust) described how seven 
landowning organisations in Purbeck had come together in 2020 to create a single, 
connected National Nature Reserve comprising over 3,000 hectares of heathland, with the 
possibility of expanding to 7,000 or 8,000 hectares through the addition of the Wareham Arc 
and MOD land. Pigs, horses and cattle do the essential landscape maintenance that would 
in the distant past have been done by wild tarpans, aurochs, deer and mammoths.  
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/making-space-for-nature-a-review-of-englands-wildlife-sites-published-today


Beavers have more recently been added to the workforce. The work has benefitted all 
heathland species, particularly Woodlarks. Brittany Maxted (Birds of Poole Harbour) talked 
about three species that her organisation is helping: Ospreys, whose successful breeding is 
bringing a significant socio-economic benefit to the area as well as promoting a love of these 
birds in so many people; Swifts, for which Birds of Poole Harbour leads a pan-Dorset 
network of local groups who are raising awareness of their serious decline and involving 
communities in monitoring and providing nest sites; and Choughs, with a new partnership 
between Birds of Poole Harbour, the Roy Dennis Wildlife Foundation, Natural England and 
the National Trust to explore the translocation of wild birds to Purbeck with minimal human 
contact. James Heywood (BTO) spoke about the importance of engaging people in 
monitoring bird populations, for example the Breeding Bird Survey which he described as 
‘citizen science par excellence’. Community involvement can be enhanced through new 
acoustic monitoring technology to generate more data. Finally, Mya Bambrick (Birds of Poole 
Harbour, Sussex Ornithological Society, Cameron Bespolka Trust and BTO Youth) 
emphasised the leading role played in these projects by young people, who were well 
represented on the day as presenters, session chairs and stall-holders. She stressed the 
importance of engaging more young people and outlined the work by the organisations she 
represented to involve young birders and naturalists. This included support with transport, 
skills training, residential opportunities and even a youth-led nature reserve in Brighton. 
 

 
Mya Bambrick inspiring everyone, not just the next generation! (© Ian Ballam) 

 
The Conference covered a wide range of talks about large tracts of land, all involving natural 
processes to allow nature to recover. These are just a few of many such schemes under way 
in Dorset. Crucial to the success of all projects are collaboration, partnership and community 
engagement. And it’s not just birds and wildlife that are benefitting from these schemes: 
many also have a socio-economic impact and they will all improve our health and mental 
health.  
 
Many of the slide shows used in presentations are available on the Dorset Bird Club website 
at https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/conference/. 
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