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Wildlife In Common 

Norfolk Wildlife Trust, in partnership with Norfolk County Council and UEA  are 

working on a 2 year Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) project focussing on commons 

in Norfolk. The project aims to celebrate and increase awareness of common 

land. This includes inspiring, training and equipping local communities and 

volunteers to protect, conserve and survey Norfolk commons and their wildlife 

and historic features. For more information including how to get involved visit 

www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk/wildlife-in-norfolk/commons/wildlife-in-common. 

New Buckenham Common SSSI 

Situated in the village of New Buckenham, New Buckenham Common is one of 

the most sizable areas of common land in South Norfolk. It’s history can be 

traced back to the 12th Century. The large area of unimproved grassland, 

traditionally managed by light cattle grazing contains a variety of grassland 

types, reflecting the pH and drainage of the underlying soils. A number of pools 

are present, the largest of which is Spittle Mere. Some of the pools dry up in 

summer but Spittle Mere generally holds water all year round. 

In May and June an impressive spectacle of Green-winged orchids can be seen 

on the common. Warblers including Blackcap, Reed warbler and Nightingale 

can be heard and seen in spring and summer in the scrub, thick hedges and 

around the pools. 

Sources: Norfolk Wildlife Trust Website (www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk); www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk/wildlife-in-norfolk/commons/syderstone-

common; www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk/wildlife-in-norfolk/commons/new-buckenham-common; https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/

PDFsForWeb/Citation/1004002.pdf; https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/PDFsForWeb/Citation/1004142.pdf  
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Introduction 

The natural environment is one 

of Norfolk’s greatest assets 

 

Its landscapes and wildlife draw in 

people from far afield, whilst its 

habitats and protected sites support 

fantastic species diversity. From the 

majestic north coast, to the rolling 

arable fields, from the lakes and 

ditches of the Broads to the forests 

of Breckland, there is something to 

discover in every corner of the 

county. 

 

This report summarises the 
information held by Norfolk 

Biodiversity Information Service 
(NBIS) on species, habitats and 
protected sites within Norfolk.   

 

This report is available for download 
from www.nbis.org.uk  
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Protected sites case study: Syderstone 
and New Buckenham Commons 

Norfolk has over 300 commons, ranging from tiny fragments to several 

hectares. Many of these commons are designated sites, important for their 

flora and/or fauna communities. 

Syderstone Common SSSI 

Located near the town of Fakenham, occupying a shallow valley in the 

headwaters of the River Tat is Syderstone Common. This site is an area of 

grass heath, punctuated with ephemeral pools and surrounded by secondary 

woodland. Seven species of reptile and amphibian have been recorded. 

Woodlark often breed and other avian visitors include turtle dove and lesser 

whitethroat. 

Due to the glacial soils on the common, the pools contain neutral to alkaline 

water despite being surrounded by acid heathland. This provides suitable 

conditions for breeding amphibians, including the rare Natterjack toad. This 

species is usually found at coastal dune sites, so this inland population is a real 

rarity. They are protected under Section 9 of the 1981 Wildlife and Countryside 

Act. Any disturbance or unlicensed photography is illegal. 

http://www.nbis.org.uk
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Figure 3. Percentage of Local Sites (by district) in positive conservation management 2017-18.  

SSSI and Local Site condition 

NBIS reports back to central government on Single Data List 160-00 (formerly 
NI197) on the proportion of local sites (non-statutory sites designated for their 

biodiversity or geodiversity value) in positive conservation management. Figure 3 
shows the latest results for 2017-18 by district and for the county as a whole. 

Overall 76% of local sites in Norfolk are in positive conservation management. 
This compares very favourably to an average of 48% for the whole of England.  

SSSIs are managed and reported on by Natural England, who regularly assess 
the state of each land parcel in each SSSI in the country. The categories they are 
assessed against are: Favourable, Unfavourable Recovering, Unfavourable No 

Change, Unfavourable Declining, Part Destroyed or Destroyed. When a site is in 
favourable condition it is deemed to be meeting its conservation objectives.  

Figure 2. Percentage of SSSI units in each condition (data from Natural England website accessed June 2019). 
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Norfolk is blessed with a fabulous diversity of flora and fauna. Thanks to its 
position and its diverse range of habitats, around 16,300 different species 

have been recorded in the county since 1670.  
 

2328 of these species are classified as ‘Species of Conservation Concern’. 
This means they are rare, threatened or protected by law. Of these, 417 

species are classed as ‘Priority’ species listed under Section 41 of the 2006 
Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act. 

 Species in Norfolk 

1755 species of moth 
recorded             

 

702 species of bees, 
ants & wasps recorded 

 

3334 species of fungi 
& lichen recorded      

  

 

2174 species of 
vascular plants & 

stoneworts 
recorded  

434 species of 
bird recorded                                        

 

 

2628 species of 
beetle recorded                                    
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Figure 1. Total number of species by taxonomic group in Norfolk (based on data held by NBIS, March 2019). 

How many species have been 
recorded in Norfolk? 
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The effect of public 
access and recreation on 

Natura 2000 Sites 
Natura 2000 sites are SPAs and SACs designated for their international 

importance for wildlife. The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 
2010 require that plans be assessed for adverse impacts on the Natura 2000 

network. Tensions exist on designated sites between their value for biodiversity 
and their use for recreation. 

 
Types of recreation affecting Natura 2000 sites include dog walking, walking and 
running, water sports, recreational fishing, cycling, off road vehicles and horse 

riding. 
 

Currently 50% of Natura 2000 sites in Norfolk are adversely affected by access 
or recreation (Calculated from Natural England Site Improvement Plans). 

 
In 2017, Norfolk County Council and Norfolk Biodiversity Partnership published 

the results of an 18 month study to assess the baseline use of Natura 2000 sites 
for public recreation. The work was commissioned by Norfolk County Council, 
Norfolk’s District Councils and The Wildlife Trust on behalf of all local planning 

authorities across Norfolk. The full report can be found at http://www.nbis.org.uk/
sites/default/files/documents/Norfolkreport130117.pdf. 
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Roadside Nature Reserves 
(RNR) 

Established to protect and 
promote those road verges in 

Norfolk containing rare and scarce 
plant species. Norfolk’s road 
verges are often of special 

botanical significance and act as 
havens for wildlife as they are not 
sprayed or fertilised. Co-ordinated 

by Norfolk County Council, the 
RNR scheme brings the most 

important verges into appropriate 
conservation management. County Wildlife Sites (CWS) 

CWS are considered to be 
important for wildlife in a county 

context. They aim to identify, 
protect and enhance the most 

important places for wildlife 
outside legally protected land. 

While they do not have statutory 
protection, they are taken into 
account in planning decisions. 
Many County Wildlife Sites are 
privately owned and have no 

public access. 

Local Nature Reserve (LNR) 
Designated for the benefit of both 
people and wildlife. These sites 

are controlled by Local Authorities 
in consultation with Natural 

England, LNRs are important for 
wildlife, geology, education and/or 

public enjoyment.  

National Nature Reserve (NNR)  
Chosen as the best of the SSSIs. 
In addition to managing rare and 
significant habitats, species and 
geology the majority of reserves 
are accessible and offer fantastic 

opportunities for people to get 
close to nature. 
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Non-native species 

NBIS also holds 22,301 records of 56 invasive 

non-native species. Invasive non-native species 

are one of the most serious threats to global 

biodiversity. The Norfolk Non-native Species 

Initiative was launched in 2008 to promote the 

prevention, control and eradication of invasive 

non-native species.  

You can follow them on Facebook at 

www.facebook.com/NorfolkInvasives and find 

out more about invasive species at 

www.nonnativespecies.org.   
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Spoonbills were a familiar sight in the medieval wetlands of 

Southern England. Hunted for grand feasts, their feathers and by 

rare bird collectors, the last birds nested in Suffolk in 1668 before 

disappearing from the UK. 

Despite this loss, the large white heron-like bird standing three feet 

tall and with a distinctive spoon-like tip to its beak, is back! 

Source: https://www.holkham.co.uk/blog/post/the-spoonbill-a-holkham-success-story  

Species case study: Platalea leucorodia - 
Eurasian Spoonbill 

Map 1. Spoonbill records held by NBIS, March 2019. 
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Ramsar Sites 

Wetlands of international 
importance are designated under 

the Ramsar Convention. Many are 
also very important for birds and 
are therefore also designated as 

Special Protection Areas. 
 
 

Special Areas of Conservation 
(SAC)  

Strictly protected under the 
Habitats Directive 1992 and 
forming part of a European 

network (Natura 2000), these high 
quality sites make a significant 

contribution to conserving habitats 
and species considered most in 

need of protection at a European 
level.  

 
 

Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSI)  

The country’s best sites for wildlife 
or geology. They have statutory 
protection under the Wildlife and 

Countryside Act 1981 as amended 
by the CROW Act 2000 and the 

NERC Act 2006. Many SSSIs are 
also international or European 

designated sites (Ramsar, SPA, 
SAC), National Nature Reserves 

or Local Nature Reserves. 
Identified and designated by 

Natural England. 

Special Protection Areas (SPA)  
SPAs form the other part of the 
Natura 2000 network and are 

designated due to their 
importance for birds, in 

accordance with the European 
Commission Birds Directive. 

What does the site 
designation mean? 

Norfolk contains a wealth of sites notified or protected for their 
wildlife, geodiversity and landscape value. 

 
Many of these sites are accessible to the general public and they provide a 

huge draw, bringing visitors and tourists to the county.  

https://www.holkham.co.uk/blog/post/the-spoonbill-a-holkham-success-story
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 Type Number Area (ha) County Area (%) 

Ramsar 8 22767.5 4.2 

SAC 12 27381.1 5 

SPA 9 51070.99 9.3 

SSSI 163 51118.48 9.3 

NNR 22 13227.31 2.4 

LNR 28 928.5 0.2 

CWS 1353 15346.8 2.8 

RNR 111 - - 

CGS 7 14.07 0.003 

Geodiversity site 383 14944.78 2.7 

Table 2. Number and area of each type of statutory and non-statutory designated sites and the percentage of 
the county that they cover. Does not include marine designated areas. 

Protected sites in Norfolk 
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Individuals had been prospecting the marshes at the Holkham 

reserve since the late 1990s. In 2010, six pairs of spoonbills nested 

there and produced 10 fledged juveniles. Since then, the Holkham 

colony has increased from six pairs to 28 in 2017 and 2018. In that 

time 244 youngsters have fledged. 

The species has benefitted from warmer winters, increased 

protection and more feeding opportunities in western Europe. And 

as the Holkham breeding population has increased, so has the 

UK’s wintering population, with Dorset being a favoured location. 
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Species case study: Vespula vulgaris  -  
Common  Wasp 

They may not be everyone’s favourite wildlife, but the common wasp (along with the 

other approximately 9000 wasp species in the UK - many of which are tiny and 

solitary) play a crucial role in ecosystem balance. 

Found throughout the UK, in almost all habitats, the common wasp’s distinctive black 

and yellow stripes act as a clear warning to other animals that this insect is dangerous. 

Wasps have a sting to allow them to capture and immobilise their prey. They may also 

sting to defend their nest and themselves. Wasps create beautiful nests from chewed 

up wood and saliva, which creates a paper-like material. At its height, each spherical 

nest may contain 5000 -10000 individuals. However, colonies only last for one year 

and once the new queens have departed the rest of the colony will die. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wasps provide us with a natural method of pest control, eating many spiders and 

other insects. Each summer, social wasps (including the common wasp) capture an 

estimated 14 million kilograms of insect prey, such as caterpillars and greenfly, making 

them a gardener’s friend. The wasps chop up their insect prey and take it back to the 

nest to feed their larvae. The adult wasps feed only on sugars. These usually come 

from flower nectar, honeydew from aphids and a substance produced by the wasp 

larvae; however it can also include your picnic or pub lunch! 

Whilst on the hunt for nectar, wasps often become accidental pollinators, transporting 

pollen from one flower to another. Common wasps look very similar to another 

common UK wasp species, the German wasp, Vespula germanica, which can be 

distinguished by having a wider yellow band behind the eye and no anchor-shaped 

mark on the face.  
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ENDURE Project - Ensuring Dune Resilience Against 

Climate Change 

 

A €2.1 million project co-financed by ERDF through the INTERREG Two 

Seas Programme, ENDURE involves Norfolk County Council (the lead 

partner) working with partners in Belgium, France and the Netherlands. 

The project is looking at establishing sand dunes as adaptive, living sea 

defences. Over three years (2018-2020), the project partnership will work 

collaboratively using the best of cutting edge science, design and innovation, 

to develop a coastline with more natural resilience to erosion, flooding and 

rising sea levels.  

More information on the ENDURE project can be found on the project 

website www.endure.eu.com. 

Sources: www.jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/UKBAP_BAPHabitats-09-CoastSandDunes.pdf; http://www.norfolkbiodiversity.org/assets/Uploads/Coastal-sand-dunes-
HAP2.pdf; http://wwwnorfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk/wildlife-in-norfolk/habitat-explorer/coastal-sand-dunes; http://www.norfolk.gov.uk/what-we-do-and-how-

we-work/our-budget-and-council-tax/our-budget/bids-and-funding-weve-won/endure-sand-dunes-project; www.endure.eu.com 

http://www.endure.eu.com
http://www.norfolkbiodiversity.org/assets/Uploads/Coastal-sand-dunes-HAP2.pdf
http://www.norfolkbiodiversity.org/assets/Uploads/Coastal-sand-dunes-HAP2.pdf
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Map 3. Coastal sand dunes around the coast of Norfolk. 

Mapped using remote sensing methodology by Environment Systems. 
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Map 2. Common wasp records in Norfolk, held by NBIS, March 2019. This species is 

under recorded in Norfolk. 

 
Sources: www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-do-wasps-do.html; 

www.buglife.org.uk/bugs-and-habitats/common-wasp 
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Habitats in Norfolk  

Habitat types in 
Norfolk and 
why they are 

important 
Arable  

Arable areas can sometimes seem 
boring and devoid of wildlife. 

However if they are well managed 
they support important species, some 

of which are found nowhere else. 
Vascular plants of arable land are 

some of the most threatened flora in 
the UK. A very large area of Norfolk 
is arable farmland so it is important 

that it is managed effectively for both 
food production and wildlife. 

Coastal and Floodplain 
Grazing Marsh 

 Pasture or meadow that is 
periodically inundated. Ditches 
maintain water levels and these 

are generally rich in 
invertebrates. Almost all areas 
are grazed or cut for hay and 

silage. The habitat is important 
for both breeding and wintering 

birds. 
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Habitat case study: Coastal sand dunes 

Coastal sand dunes are formed when dry sand from a beach plain is blown 

landwards by onshore winds and deposited above the high water mark, 

where it is trapped by dune-building grasses such as Marram. Over time, 

dunes become more stable and different types of vegetation are able to 

colonise, a process known as succession. 

Sand dunes can be found around much of the coastline of Norfolk. Thanks 

to the presence of plentiful bivalve shells, the dunes of north west Norfolk 

are unusually rather alkaline, with a flora similar to chalk grassland 

including Harebell and Birds-foot trefoil. Further east, the dunes are more 

acidic, resembling heaths or acid grassland as they mature, with species 

such as Common ling and Sheep’s-bit. 

A large proportion of the sand dune resource in Norfolk is notified as Sites 

of Special Scientific Interest and as Special Areas of Conservation under 

the Habitats Directive 1992. 
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Table 1. Areas of different habitat types in Norfolk and the % of the county they cover. These figures were determined from a 
habitat map of the county generated using remote sensing. The remaining area of the county is made up of improved grassland, 

    

Habitat Type Area (hectares) 
% of County 

Area 
  

Arable 344407.88 62.9   

Deciduous Woodland 31429.97 5.7   

Semi-Improved Grassland 28131.41 5.1   

Coastal & Floodplain - Grazing 

marsh 
17847.94 3.3   

Coniferous Plantation 10832.47 2.0   

Waterbodies 9363.11 1.7   

Coastal Saltmarsh 4102.3 0.7   

Fen, Marsh & Swamp 2266.44 0.4   

Lowland Heathland 1173.23 0.2   

Coastal Sand Dunes 588.04 0.1   

Humid Dune Slacks 13.58 0.002   
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Coastal Sand Dunes  
Develop where large 

amounts of sand are blown 
landwards from the coast, 

and can support a wide 
range of vegetation types. 

Dune systems are very rich 
in invertebrates. 

Coastal Saltmarsh  
The vegetation on a saltmarsh is 
limited to a low number of salt-

tolerant species which are 
adapted to regular immersion by 

the tides. They act as an 
important resource for wading 
birds and wildfowl, and provide 

sheltered nursery sites for several 
species of fish. Since medieval 
times, many saltmarshes have 
been converted into agricultural 

land. 

Deciduous Woodland 
Although deciduous 

woodlands vary in quality, the 
best examples are rich in 
biodiversity, both in tree 

species and ground flora, and 
also in associated 

invertebrate and bird diversity. 

Coniferous Plantation  
While coniferous woodlands tend to 

contain fewer species than deciduous 
woodlands, they can still be home to 
an array of birds, invertebrates and 

fungi. Good management of 
plantations to introduce a mosaic of 
habitats can increase biodiversity 

value. 
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Lowland Heathland  

Occurs on acidic low nutrient soils and 
is characterised by the presence of a 

range of dwarf shrubs such as heather 
and gorse. Heathland in Norfolk (and 

in the rest of the UK) has declined 
massively in the last few decades. It is 

an important habitat for many rare 
invertebrates, including the silver-

studded blue butterfly, and birds such 
as nightjar and woodlark.  

Fen, Marsh and Swamp  
This includes fen (peatlands which 

receive water and nutrients from ground 
water and surface run-off as well as 

rain), marsh (areas of waterlogged soil, 
including fen meadows and rush pasture 
on mineral soils and shallow peat) and 

swamp (areas of tall emergent 
vegetation such as reed bed). UK fen 

habitats support a diversity of plant and 
animal communities – up to 550 species 

of higher plant, up to half of the UK’s 
dragonfly species and several thousand 

other invertebrates. Reed beds are 
amongst the most important habitats for 

birds in the UK. 

 
Humid Dune Slacks  

Low lying areas within dune systems 
that are seasonally flooded and where 
nutrient levels are low. Designated an 

Annex I habitat, the UK has a 
significant proportion of the EU 

resource. In Norfolk it is found on the 
North Norfolk Coast and Winterton – 
Horsey Dunes where it presents an 
extreme of the geographical range 

and ecological variation of the habitat 
in the UK. 
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Waterbodies  
This includes ponds, 
lakes, saline lagoons, 
rivers and drainage 

ditches.  

 
Saline Lagoons  

Partially separated from the 
adjacent sea, these lagoons 
often contain invertebrates 

rarely found elsewhere. They 
are also important habitats 

for coastal birds. 

Ponds  
Often linked to agriculture, 

ponds can be oases of 
biodiversity in an a able 

landscape. The pingos in the 
Brecks are a special type of 
Pond formed during the ice 

age. They often contain 
unusually high numbers of 
rare and scarce species. 

 
Chalk Rivers 

85% of the world’s chalk 
rivers are found in England, 

with a number of them in 
Norfolk. They are famed for 

their crystal clear waters and 
rich plant and invertebrate 

life. 

 
Drainage Ditches and 
Lakes in the Broads  

A unique habitat home to a 
number of rare and scarce 

species, such as the 
Norfolk Hawker dragonfly 

and Water Soldier. 


