GCP Cambridge South East Transport
Response to 2020 consultation from John Meed

Introduction
I am writing in response to the Cambridge South East Transport - Better Public Transport Project Public
Consultation 2020. My response is principally concerned with the section of the proposed busway that
runs between the Cambridge Biomedical Campus and Granham’s Road, Great Shelford.
For the last nine years I have been conducting ecological surveys of the arable fields around the Nine
Wells Local Nature Reserve, which includes the fields that would be impacted by the busway. I use a
combination of methodologies from the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) Breeding Bird Survey, the
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) Volunteer and Farmer Alliance and, more recently, the
UK Butterfly Monitoring Scheme (UKBMS). My submissions to the BTO and UKBMS also record
mammal and dragonfly populations.
The fields I survey support important breeding populations of threatened farmland birds, as well as
water vole, brown hare and other mammals, plants, and invertebrates. My study has demonstrated that in
particular the fields support exceptional populations of grey partridge and corn bunting (species that
have declined by around 90% since 1970 and are ‘red list’ birds of high conservation concern) and the site
may well be among the best in Cambridgeshire for these species.
I fully recognise the problems with travel into and away from the city of Cambridge, and I welcome any
proposals that will offer affordable and reliable public transport. However, such proposals must be
designed to ensure minimal impact on the green belt and biodiversity. I provide a very brief summary of
research into the impact of transport infrastructure as an appendix.
The pictures below show some of the 31 grey partridge regularly using Field 4 this autumn (see Figure 1
on the next page) and corn buntings in the hedge between Fields 4 and 5.
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The impact of the proposed busway route
Figure 1 below shows the area I survey. The proposed busway route would most immediately impact on
Fields 3, 4 and 5 and the hedgerows that run between them. In Spring 2020 6 pairs of grey partridge and 5
pairs of corn bunting bred in these three fields while in the autumn 31 grey partridge regularly used Field
4 and corn bunting used the hedge between Fields 4 and 5. Other red list bird species – yellowhammer,
linnet and skylark – also breed in and make extensive use of the hedge and Fields 4 and 5. The hedge also
provides a resting and feeding point for migrating birds including whinchat, yellow wagtail and
redstart, while wheatear (and on one occasion turtle dove) have stopped in Field 5.
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Fig 1: Annotated map showing pairs of grey partridge (P) and corn bunting (CB) in Spring 2020

Overall, I remain disappointed that the Greater Cambridge Partnership has preferred to run the busway
across green belt and green field sites in an area already facing multiple pressures from development. For
the area in Figure 1, the proposed route will create greater habitat fragmentation than a busway following
the railway line, let alone the option of a rail link to Haverhill.
Having said that, the new proposals do represent a significant improvement to the previous plans:
•

In particular, the proposed strip of ‘species rich grassland’ between the guided busway and the hedge
between Fields 4 and 5 will reduce some of the impact of both construction and longer-term habitat
loss. If, as currently proposed, the strip would be at least 30 metres wide, this should both protect the
existing hedgerow and offer additional opportunities for feeding and cover.

•

The two small fields of species rich grassland that are proposed close to the Nine Wells LNR also
provide some real opportunities. Already the grassy south bank of the road bridge supports many
invertebrates including colonies of brown argos and small copper butterflies which may be able to
expand into new grassland.
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There are some specific issues with the new proposals:
•

The areas of ‘landscape woodland’ to the west of the busway, especially where the DNA path joins the
CSET active travel route, are problematic. Corn buntings use the overhead cables as song posts and
nest in undisturbed grassy areas along the railway line. Woodland here would almost certainly
discourage them from breeding in one of their favoured areas. Grey partridge are also averse to
woodland. I strongly urge that this woodland be reconsidered. (This is much less of an issue with the
proposed landscape woodland adjoining the Nine Wells LNR.)

•

The impact of the crossing over Hobson’s Brook must remain a cause for concern. This watercourse is
an important habitat for water vole – a species that is fully protected under Schedule 5 of the Wildlife
and Countryside Act 1981.

•

It will be vital to avoid damage to the hedge between Fields 4 and 5 during construction, and to limit
disruption to birds breeding in the area to an absolute minimum.

•

Similarly, care will be needed with the grassy south bank of the road bridge during construction.

Longer-term management
If the current proposal goes ahead, appropriate planning and management of the strip between the
busway and the hedge between Fields 4 and 5 will be crucial, bearing in mind the needs for:
•

Nesting sites: both grey partridge and corn bunting are ground nesting birds and nest in thick grassy
cover at the base of hedgerows or in grassy margins. Research from the Game and Wildlife
Conservation Trust (GWCT) suggests that grey partridge nests are most successful in ‘sites on a bank
and surrounded by dead grass’. The hedgerow between Fields 4 and 5 in Figure 1 meets these
requirements and is used by both species. GWCT also state that ‘strips of perennial grassy cover at the
edges of fields’ provide useful nest cover and that while these may need ‘rotational trimming every
two or three years to avoid scrub encroachment’ they should not be mown annually.

•

Brood cover: during the breeding season, young birds need invertebrate food. Grey partridge chicks
leave the nest once hatched and follow their parents in search of food ‘into brood-rearing covers such
as cereal fields, waste ground and unimproved pastures that provide both food and shelter from
predators’ (GWCT). Such brood cover ‘needs to be insect- rich, within a protective canopy of taller
vegetation, that is not too thick at the base’. Corn buntings similarly seek food on the ground close to
their chosen nest site and the RSPB state that ‘grass margins around arable fields increase food
availability close to the nesting habitat’.

•

Winter cover and food: grey partridge and corn bunting are resident species and spend the winter
months in the same area. Partridge often spend their entire lives in an area of one or a few fields and
this has been especially true of those in Field 4 this autumn. GWCT guidance states that ‘a long strip
of cover could provide for the needs of several coveys’. Such winter cover should be at least 30cm
high at the start of winter, producing accessible, small nutritious seeds all winter. Wild bird seed
mixes are a useful option – in 2020 a small area of Field 6 was planted with a wild bird mix and held
six grey partridge coveys, as well as meadow pipits, larks and finches. The RSPB states that seed-rich
wild bird cover crops can be very important for corn buntings.

In order to provide some mitigation for the habitat loss and fragmentation caused by the busway, the
strip beside the busway should help with all three needs, and if it is possible to plant species rich
grassland that would do so, this would be ideal. If this is difficult, it may be worth considering a
combination of a grassy strip 2-6 metres wide beside the hedge, and a wider area sowed with a seed-rich
wild bird cover crop. It will therefore be important to plan the planting of this area accordingly, to
develop a long-term management plan and identify an appropriate land manager.
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See Conserving the grey partridge (GWCT) and Farming for birds: grey partridge or Land management for birds:
corn bunting (RSPB) for more detail on habitat creation for these species.
In addition, the proposed two small fields close to the Nine Wells LNR will also need clear management
plans. Objectives for the field north of Hobson’s Brook (my Field 3) could usefully include:
•

Creating a species rich grassland habitat suitable for invertebrates which already breed on the grassy
south bank of the road bridge. Food plants that would be helpful for the butterfly species include
common rock rose (brown argos), common sorrel and broad-leaved dock (small copper), birds-foot
trefoil (common blue) and fine grasses (small heath).

•

Providing food and cover for farmland birds, especially during the periods when the arable fields are
ploughed. In 2020 pairs of grey partridge and skylark used this field, while corn bunting,
yellowhammer and linnet used the hedges as song posts and nesting sites.

•

Maintaining this stretch of Hobson’s Brook to retain its value to water voles, kingfishers and other
wildlife.

•

Managing access to ensure that the public are able to enjoy the Nine Wells LNR without putting
undue stress on biodiversity in the fields themselves. The online GCP questionnaire asks whether it is
a good idea to retain the existing track from the DNA cycle path to the LNR; this seems to me a
reasonable idea, unless the overall management plan for the field suggests that alternative access
would be preferable.

At present the new triangular field south of Hobson’s Brook forms the northern corner of my Field 4 and
farmland birds use it in much the same way as they use the rest of the field. It is difficult to predict the
precise impact of the busway here but in principle the second objective above (Providing food and cover
for farmland birds) should be a priority here. It is also worth noting that part of this field is low lying and
prone to flooding in winter and this may influence the management plan.
These are very much initial suggestions – if this proposal goes ahead I would be keen to be
involved/consulted in the development of the management plans when the time arrives.
John Meed, 10 December 2020
th

My research findings are available via my website at http://johnmeed.net/john-meed/nine-wells/.
See also Meed, J, 2020, The value of the green belt south of Cambridge to populations of farmland birds (also
submitted) and Meed, J, 2016, ‘The grey partridges of Nine Wells’ in Cambridgeshire Bird Report 2015
(Cambridgeshire Bird Club, 2016, pp 142–150).
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Appendix: the impact of transport infrastructure projects
As far as I have been able to ascertain, there is no meaningful research into the impact of busways on
ecosystems and biodiversity and most research into transport infrastructure focuses on roads. However,
the Handbook of Road Ecology, Editor(s): Rodney van der Ree, Daniel J. Smith, Clara Grilo (John Wiley,
2015) does include a chapter on the impact of railways which comments that ‘railways and trains can
negatively affect wildlife and the environment in ways similar to roads and vehicles, including wildlife
mortality, habitat loss and fragmentation’.
A systematic review carried out by Ana Benítez-López, Rob Alkemade, Pita A. Verweij, The impacts of
roads and other infrastructure on mammal and bird populations: A meta-analysis, (Biological Conservation 143,
2010, 1307–1316) concludes that infrastructure like that of a guided busway ‘represents a major driving
factor of biodiversity loss. The most commonly reported impacts include habitat loss, intrusion of edge
effects in natural areas, isolation of populations, barrier effects, road mortality and increased human
access.’ It is important to bear in mind that a busway does not just create disturbance and potential
mortality from vehicles, but also increases access for pedestrians and cyclists.
Lopez et al go on to state that: ‘Additionally, the use of infrastructure by cars or trains increases the risk of
collisions with wildlife and the stress on (breeding) individuals… All these impacts may influence the
long-term viability of populations and, eventually, biodiversity.’ Furthermore ‘bird populations seem to
be affected within a few hundred metres from infrastructure’ and ‘in open habitats, both mammal and
bird populations seem to avoid infrastructure over larger distances’. They conclude that ‘our study shows
the importance of minimizing infrastructure development for wildlife conservation’.
In 2020 a study by Sophia C. Cooke, Andrew Balmford, Paul F. Donald , Stuart E. Newson and Alison
Johnston Roads as a contributor to landscape-scale variation in bird communities (Nature Communications, 2020,
11:3125) used data from the extensive UK Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) to analyse populations of 75 British
bird species in relation to the road network. They found that ‘roads may create environments that benefit
already common species at the expense of others’. Roads may therefore contribute to ‘homogenisation, or
simplification, of biodiversity’, ‘reducing species richness and diversity’.
To this I can add my own observations. I have seen grey partridge fly over the railway line on a very few
occasions over the last nine years. This is a rare occurrence, generally provoked by disturbance, and the
birds usually shun the railway line and cycle path and stay much closer to the hedgerow. By contrast, the
corn buntings seem accustomed to the passage of trains, and indeed make use of the overhead wires as
song posts – though they too make considerable use of the hedgerows.
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