
A Living Tapestry: widening our influence 
Conservation used to be simple: find something rare, put a fence round it and a 

KEEP OUT sign. But it didn’t always work. Often it died out anyway. 

 Now conservationists understand that one has to do much more. Nothing 

stands alone, every species is part of a community, and each community spreads 

over a much wider area than a single reserve. One cannot keep people out – we 

are a part of the landscape as much as the commas and the cowslips. Moreover, 

we need to work the land to survive - it cannot just be there for badgers and 

bees. Every space in our countryside is a product of man’s activity, now or in the 
past, whether a hedge, a beechwood, an arable field, an orchard or a pasture. 

What appear to be us to be natural communities are really communities of plants 

and creatures that have managed to adapt to the changes we have wrought. 

 So if we want to manage our countryside for wildlife we have to 
understand how it can fit in with our economic activities. Every “site” is part of a 

large pattern of varied land-uses and ecological communities, the “living 

tapestry” that forms our unique landscape of the Chilterns. 

 With the help of funding from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, we have 

organised these ideas into a new plan for landscape-wide conservation. This 

“Living Tapestry” plan was presented at our Annual Meeting on 3 November. 

Copies of the paper are available from Chris Bartlett and it will shortly be on our 

website. 
 The way forward, we think, is to work as much with people as with animals 

and plants. The quality of our landscape for nature depends on every landowner 

(from those with just a back garden to large farmers) making room for wildlife. 

It is not just a matter of fields and woods; just as important are the linking 
habitats like hedges, road verges, unsprayed field margins, and rivers that, if 

well managed, allow species to spread around the landscape, adapting to changes 

in land-use and climate. Avoiding harmful chemicals in our gardens is as great a 
contribution to conservation as a whole string of reserves. 

 We have also identified two “natural corridors” in this area of particular 

importance for wildlife. One is the Misbourne valley, with its rare chalk stream, 

the other the dry valley of Hampden Road, and parallel valleys to the west, 

linking the ancient woodlands of the Hampden Estate to a string of chalk 

grasslands, some of them already recognised as nature reserves or County 

Wildlife Sites. Both of these corridors are recognised in the South-East 

Regional and County Biodiversity Action Plans as priority areas for conservation. 
Our aim is to link up all these sites through sympathetic management by all the 

different intervening landowners, so that the countryside remains economically 

viable but also forms part of a thriving natural community. We are already 

increasingly working with many landowners in both these areas. Whatever a 
landowner’s primary purpose for their land, it is always possible for space and 

opportunity to be created for wildlife and linking natural habitats, as the 

Environmental Stewardship schemes have shown for farmland. 


